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MEDDLESOME JACK 


li seems to be the general belief and an accepted fact 
that small-town life in America, especially in the South, 
is so humdrum and heavy-gaited that human existence 
is not worth the effort. Writers of magazine articles and 
platform lecturers have misled the populace for so long 
that the taradiddle has become as widely esteemed as a 
native superstition. Speaking mildly, it is by no means 
so. Yesterday, Clyde Bailey, who lives vxt door, ran 
amuc{ and chased his mother-in-law up a telephone 
pole ; last night, Susie Chandler, the telephone operator, 
ran away with the new barber who had fust come to 
town; and this morning, Mandy, the colored coo\, 
came in steaming that a strange animal was running 
at large and that she was afraid it was a 




MEDDLESOME JACK 


Hod .SHEPPARD was in the kitchen eating breakfast when he 
heard one of the colored boys yell for him. Before he could get up 
and look out the window to see what the trouble was, Daisy came 
running into the room from the garden-house in the field looking as 
if she had been scared out of her wits. 

“Hod! Hod!” she screamed at him. “Did you hear it?” 

He shook her loose from him and got up from the table. Daisy fell 
down on the kitchen floor, holding on to his legs with all her might. 

“Hear what?” he said. “I heard one of the niggers yelling for me. 
That’s all I heard. What’s the matter with you, Daisy?” 

Just then Sam, the colored boy, called Hod again, louder than ever. 
Both Hod and Daisy ran to the back door and looked out across the 
field. The only thing out there they could see was the yellow broom- 
sedge and the dead-leafed blackjack. 

“What’s all this fuss and racket about, anyway?” Hod said, looking 
at Daisy. 

“I heard something, Hod,” she said, trembling 

“Heard what? What did you hear?’’ 

“I don’t know what it was, but I heard it.” 

“What did it sound like — wind, or something?” 

“It sounded like — like somebody calling me, Hod.” 

“Somebody calling you?” 

She nodded her head, holding him tightly. 

“Who’s calling you! If I ever find anybody around here calling you 
out of the house, I’ll butcher him. You’d better not let me see anybody 
around here after you. I’ll kill him so quick ” 

Sam came running around the corner of the house, his overall jumper 
flying out behind, and his crinkly nair jumping like a boxful of little 
black springs let loose. His eyes were turning white. 

“Hey there, you Sam!” Hod yelled at him. “Quit your running 
around and come back here!” 
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“Sam heard him, too,” Daisy said, standing beside Hod and trem- 
bling as if she would fall apart. “Sam’s running away from him.” 

“Heard what — heard who! What’s the matter with you, Daisy?” 

Daisy held Hod tighter, looking out across the broomsedge. Hod 
pushed her away and walked out into the backyard. He stood there 
only a minute before the sound of Sam’s pounding feet on the hard 
white sand grew louder and louder. Sam turned the cornel* of the 
house a second later, running even faster than he had before. His 
eyes were all white by that time, and it looked as if his hair had grown 
several inches since Hod had last seen him. 

Hod reached out and caught Sam’s jumper. There was a ripping 
sound, and Hod looked down to find that he was holding a piece of 
Sam’s overall. Sam was around the house out of sight before Hod 
could yell at him to stop and come back. 

“That nigger is scared of something,” Hod said, looking in the door- 
way at Daisy. 

“Sam heard him,” Daisy said, trembling. 

Hod ran to Daisy and put both hands on her shoulders and shook 
her violently. 

“Heard who!” he yelled at her. “If you don’t tell me who it was 
around here calling you, I’ll choke the life out of you. Who was around 
here calling yo\i? If I catch him, I’ll kill him so quick ” 

“You’re choking me, Hod!” Daisy screamed. “Let me loose! I don’t 
know who it was — honest to God, I don’t know who it was, Hod!” 

Hod released her and ran out into the yard. Sam had turned and 
was running down the road towards the lumber mill a mile away. The 
town of Folger was down there. Two stores, the post office, the lum- 
ber mill, and the bank were scorching day after day in an oval of 
baked clay and sand. Sam was halfway to Folger by then. 

“So help me!” Daisy screamed. “There he is, Hod!” 

She ran into the kitchen, slamming and bolting the door. 

Out behind the barn Amos Whittle, Sam’s father, was coming 
through the broomsedge and blackjack with his feet flying behind him 
so fast that they looked like the paddles on a watermill. He had both 
hands gripped around the end of a rope, and the rope was being 
jerked by the biggest, the ugliest, and the meanest-looking jack that 
Hod had ever seen in his whole life. The jack was loping through the 
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broomsedge like a hoop-snake, jerking Amos from side to side as if 
he had been the cracker on the end of a rawhide whip. 

“Head him, Mr. Hod!” Amos yelled. “Head him! Please, sir, head 
him!” 

Hod stood looking at Amos and the jack while they loped past him. 
He turned and watched them with mouth agape while they made a 
wide circle in the broomsedge and started back towards the house and 
barn again. 

“Head him, Mr. Hod!” Amos begged. “Please, Mr. Hod, head him!" 

Hod picked up a piece of mule-collar and threw it at the jack’s head. 
The jack stopped dead in his tracks, throwing out his front feet and 
dragging his hind feet on the hard white sand. The animal had stopped 
so suddenly that Amos found himself wedged between his two hind 
legs. 

Hod walked towards them and pulled Amos out, but Amos was up 
and on his feet before there was any danger of his being kicked. 

“Where’d you get that jack, Amos?” Hod said. 

“I don’t know where I got him, but I sure wish I’d never seen him. 
I been all night trying to hold him, Mr. Hod. I ain’t slept a wink, and 
my old woman’s taken to the tall bushes. She and the girls heard him, 
and they must have thought I don’t know exactly what, because they 
went off yelling about being scared to hear a sound like that jack 
makes.” 

The jack walked leisurely over to the barn dt . and began eating 
some nubbins that Hod had dropped between the crib and the stalls. 
One ear stood straight up, and the other one Ly flat on his neck. He 
was the mcanest-looking jackass that had ever been in that part of 
the country. Hod had never seen anything like him before. 

“Get him away from here, Amos,” Hod said. “I don’t want no jack 
around here.” 

“Mr. Hod,” Amos said, “I wish I could get him away somewhere 
where I’d never see him again. I sure wish I could accommodate you, 
Mr. Hod. He’s.the troublesomest i ck I ever seen.” 

“Where’d you get him, Amos? What are you doing with him, any- 
way?” 

Amos glanced at Hod, but only for a moment. He kept both eyes 
on the jack. 
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“I traded that old dollar watch of mine for him yesterday, Mr. Hod, 
but that jack ain’t worth even four-bits to me. I don’t know what them 
things are made for, anyhow.” 

‘‘I’ll give you fifty cents for him,” Hod said. 

“You will!” Amos shouted. “Lord mercy, Mr. Hod, give it here! I’ll 
sure be glad to get rid of that jack for four-bits. He done drove my 
wife and grown girls crazy, and I don’t know what mischief he’ll be 
up to next. If you’ll give me fifty cents for him, I’ll sure be much 
obliged to you, Mr. Hod. I don’t want to have nothing more to do 
with that jackass.” 

“I don’t want him around, either,” Hod said, turning to look through 
the kitchen window, “but I figure on making me some money with 
him. How old is that jack, Amos ?” 

“The man said he was three years old, but I don’t know no way 
of telling a jack’s age, and I don’t aim to find out.” 

“He looks like he might be three or four. I’m going to buy him 
from you, Amos. I figure on making me a lot of money out of that 
jack. I don’t know any other way to make money these days. I can’t 
seem to get it out of the ground.” 

“Sure, sure, Mr. Hod. You’re welcome to that jack. You’re mighty 
much welcome to him. I don’t want to have nothing more to do with 
no jackass. I wish now I had my watch back, but I reckon it’s stopped 
running by now, anyhow. It was three years old, and it never did keep 
accurate time for me. I’ll sure be tickled to get four-bits for that jack, 
Mr. Hod.” 

Hod counted out fifty cents in nickels and dimes and handed the 
money to Amos. 

“Now, you’ve got to help me halter that jack, Amos,” Hod said. 
“Get yourself a good piece of stout rope. Plow lines won’t be no good 
on him.” 

"I don’t know about haltering that jack, Mr. Hod. Looks like to me 
he’s never tjeen halter-broke. If it’s all the same to you, Mr. Hod, I’d 
just as lief go on home now. I’ve got some stove-wood to chop, and 
I got to ” 

“Wait a minute,” Hod said. “I’ll get the rope to halter him with. 
You go in the house and wake up Shaw. He’s in the bed asleep. You 
go in there hnd get him up and tell him to come out here and help 
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us halter the jack. Ain*t no sense in him sleeping all morning. I*m 
damned tired of seeing him do it. When he comes home, he ought to 
get out and help do some work about the place.” 

Shaw was Hod’s brother who had been at home seven or eight days 
on leave from the Navy. He was getting ready to go back to his ship 
in Norfolk in a day or two. Shaw was two years younger than Hod, 
and only a few years older than Daisy. Daisy was nineteen then. 

“I’d sure like to accommodate you, Mr. Hod,” Amos said, “but the 
last time you sent me in to wake up Mr. Shaw, Mr. Shaw he jumped 
out of bed on top of me and near about twisted my neck off. He said 
for me never to wake him up again as long as I live. Mr. Hod, you’d 
better go wake up Mr. Shaw your own self.” 

Hod reached down ^nd picked up a piece of' stove-wood. He walked 
towards Amos swinging the stick in his hand. 

“I said go in the house and get him up,” Hod told Amos again. 
“That sailor had better stop coming here to stay in bed half the day 
and be all the time telling Daisy tales.” 

Amos opened the kitchen door and went into the house. Hod 
walked towards the barn where the jack was calmly eating red nub- 
bins by the crib door. 

When Hod reached the barnyard gate, the jack lifted his head and 
looked at him. He had two or three nubbins of red corn in his jaws, 
and he stopped chewing and crunching the grains * id cobs while he 
looked at Hod. One of the jack’s ears lay flat against the top of his 
head and neck, and the other one stood straight up in the air, as stiff 
as a cow’s horn. The jack’s ears were about fourteen or sixteen inches 
long, and they were as rigid as bones. 

Hod tossed the piece of stove-wood aside and walked to the opened 
gate for a piece of rope. He believed he could halter the jack by him- 
self. 

He started into the barnyard, but he had gone no farther than a 
few steps when bpards began to fly off the side of the barn. The mare 
in the stall was kicking like a pump-gun. One after the other, the 
boards flew off, the mare whinnied, and the jack stood listening to the 
pounding of the mare’s hooves against the pine boards. 

When Hod saw what was happening to his barn, he rah towards 
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the jack, yelling and waving his arms and trying to get him to the 
leeward side of the barn. 

“Howie! Howie!” he yelled at the jack. 

As long as the mare got wind of the jack, nothing could make her 
stop kicking the boards off the barn from the inside. Hod jumped at 
the jack, waving his arms and shouting at him. 

“Howie! Howie!” 

He continued throwing up his arms to scare the jack away, but the 
jack just turned and looked at Hod with one ear up and one ear 
down. 

“Howie! You ugly-looking son-of-a-bitch! Howie!” 

Hod turned around to look towards the house to see if Shaw and 
Amos were coming. He turned just in time to see Amos jumping out 
the window. 

“Hey there, Amos!” Hod yelled. “Where’s Shaw?” 

“Mr. Shaw says he ain’t going to get up till he gets ready to. Mr. 
Shaw cussed pretty bad and made me jump out the window.” 

The jack began to paw the ground. Hard clods of stableyard sand 
and manure flew behind him in all directions. Hod yelled at him 
again. 

“Howie! Howie! You flop-eared bastard!” 

The jack stopped and turned his head to look at Amos on the other 
side of the fence. 

“Mr. Hod,” Amos said, “if you don’t mind, I’d like to have a word 
with you.” 

Hod yelled at Amos and at the jack at the same time. 

“Mr. Hod,” Amos said, “if I don’t go home now and chop that 
stove-wood, me and my folks won’t have no dinner at all.” 

“Come back here!” Hod shouted at him. 

Amos came as far as the gate, but he would not come any farther. 

Suddenly the jack lifted his head high in the air and brayed. It 
sounded as someone were blowing a trumpet in the car. 

The bray had no more than died out when the mare began pound- 
ing the boards with both hind hooves, the boards flying off the side 
of the bam faster than Hod could count them. He turned and looked 
to see what Amos was doing, and over his head he saw Daisy at the 
window. She looked as if she had completely lost her mind. 
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The jack brayed again, louder than ever, and then he leaped for the 
open barnyard gate. Hod thretv the rope at him, but the rope missed 
him by six feet. The jack was through the gate and out around the 
houje faster than Hod could yell. Amos stood as if his legs had been 
fence posts four feet deep in the ground. 

The jack stopped at the open bedroom window, turned his head 
towards the house, and brayed as if he'were calling all the mares in 
the entire county. Daisy ran to the window and looked out, and when 
she saw the jack no more Lhan arm’s length from her, she screamed 
and fell backward on the floor. 

“Head him, Amos! Head him!” Hod yelled, running towards the 
jack, 

Amos’ feet were more than ever like fence posts. He was shaking 
like a tumble-weed, but his legs and feet were as stiff as if they had 
been set in concrete. 

“Where in hell is that God damn sailor!” Hod yelled. “Why in hell 
don’t he get up and help me some around here! If I had the time 
now, I\1 go in there with a piece of cord-wood and break every bone 
in his head. The son-of-a-bitch comes home here on leave once a year 
and lavs up in bed all day and stays out all night running after women. 
If that sea-going son-of-a-bitch comes here again, I’ll kill him!” 

“Yonder goes your jack, Mr. Hod,” Amos said. 

Daisy stuck her head out of the window again. S 'e was looking to 
sec where the jack was, and she did not look at HeJ. She was stand- 
ing there pulling at herself, and getting more wild-eyed every second. 
She disappeared from sight as quickly as she had first appeared. 

“Conic on, you black bastard,” Hod said; “let’s go after him. I 
ought to pick up a stick and break your neck for bringing that God 
damn jack here to raise the devil. He’s got the mire kicking down 
the barn, and Daisv is in there acting crazy as hell.” 

They started out across the broomsedge after the loping jack. The 
jack was headed for Folger, a mile away. 

“If I ever get my hands on that ja< I’ll twist his neck till it looks 
like a corkscrew,” Hod panted, running and leaping over the yellow 
broomsedge. “Ain’t no female safe around a sailor or a jack, and here 
I am running off after one, and leaving the other in the house.” 

They lost sight of the jackass in a short while. The beast liad begun 
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to circle the town, and he was now headed down the side of the rail- 
road tracks behind the row of Negro cabins. They soon saw him 
again, though, when the jack slowed down at a pasture where some 
horses were grazing. 

A hundred yards from the cabins they had to run down into a 
gully. Just as they were crawling up the other side, a Negro girl sud- 
denly appeared in front of them, springing up from nowhere. She 
was standing waist-high in the broomsedge, and she was as naked aj 
a pickaninny. 

Hod stopped and looked at her. 

“Did you see a jack?” he said to her. 

“White-folks, I saw that jack, and he brayed right in my face. I just 
jumped up and started running. I can’t sit still when I hear a jackass 
bray.” 

Hod started off again, but he stopped and came back to look at 
the girl. 

“Put your clothes back on,” he said. “You’ll get raped running 
around in the sedge this close to town like that.” 

“White-captain,” she said, “I ain’t hard to rape. I done heard that 
jackass bray.” 

Hod turned and looked at Amos for a moment. Amos was walking 
around in a circle with his hands in his pockets. 

“Come on,” Hod told him, breaking through the broomsedge. “Let’s 
get that jack, Amos.” 

They started towards the pasture where the jack had stopped. When 
the jack saw them coming, he turned and bolted over the railroad 
tracks and started jogging up the far side of the right-of-way towards 
Folger. Hod cut across to head him off, and Amos was right behind 
to help. 

There were very few men in town at that time of day. Several store- 
keepers sat on Coca-Cola crates on the sidewalk under the shade of 
the wateroak^trees, and several men were whittling white pine and 
chewing tobacco. The bank was open, and RB, the cashier, was stand- 
ing in the door looking out across the railroad tracks and dusty street. 
Down at the lumber mill, the saws whined hour after hour. 

The jack sbwed down and ran into the hitching-yard behind the 
br}ck bank*. When Hod saw that the jack had stopped, he stopped 
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running and tried to regain his breath. Both he and Amos were pant- 
ing and sweating. The August sun shone down on the dry baked clay 
in the oval where the town was and remained there until sunset. 

Hod and Amos sat down in the shade of the depot and fanned 
themselves with their hats. The jack was standing calmly behind the 
bank, switching flies with his tail. 

“Give me back my fifty cents, Amo s,” Hod said. “You can have that 
God damn jack. I don’t want him.” 

“I couldn’t do that, Mr. Hod,” Amos pleaded. “We done made the 
trade, and I can’t break it now. You’ll just have to keep that jack. 
He’s yours now. If you want to get shed of him, go sell him to some- 
body else. I don’t want that jack. I’d heap rather have my old dollar 
watch back again. I wish I’d never seen that jack in all my life. I can 
do without him.” 

Hod said nothing. He looked at the brick bank and saw RB look- 
ing out across the railroad tracks towards the stores where the men 
were sitting on upturned Coca-Cola crates in the wateroak shade. 

“Sit here and wait,” Hod said, getting up. “I’ve just thought of 
something. You sit here and keep your eyes on that jack till I come 
back.” 

“You won’t be gone long, will you, Mr. Hod? I don’t mind watch- 
ing your animal for you, but I’d sure hate to have to look at that jack 
any more than I’m compelled to. He don’t like ft ' looks, and I sure 
don’t like his. That’s the ugliest-looking creature that’s ever been in 
this country.” 

“Wait here till I get back,” Hod said, crossing the tracks and walk- 
ing towards the brick bank. 

RB saw Hod coming, and he went back inside and stood behind 
his cashier’s cage. 

Hod walked in, took off his hat, and leaned his arm on the little 
shelf in front of the cage. 

“Hello, RB,” he said. “It’s hot today, ain’t it?” 

“Do you want to deposit money, or make a loan?” 

Hod fanned himself and spat into the cuspidor. 

“Miss it?” RB asked, trying to see through the grill. 

“Not quite,” Hod said. 

RB spat into his own cuspidor at his feet. 
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“What can I do for you?” he said. 

“Well, 111 tell you. RB,” Hod said. ‘It’s like this. You’ve got all 
this money here in the bank and it ain’t doing you much good where 
it is. And here I come with all my money tied up in livestock. There 
ain’t but one answer to that, is there?” 

“When did you get some livestock, Hod?” he asked. “I didn’t know 
you had anything but that old mare and that gray mule.” 

“I made a trade today,” Hod said, “and now just when my money 
is all tied up in livestock, I find a man who’s willing to let me in on 
a timber deal. I need fifty dollars to swing my share. There ain’t no 
use trying to farm these days, RB. That’s why I’m going in for live- 
stock and timber.” 

“How many head of stock do you own?” 

“Well, I’ve got that mare, Ida, out there at my place, but I ain’t 
counting her. And likewise that old mule.” 

“How many others do you own?” 

“I purchased a high-class stud animal this morning, RB, and I paid 
out all my ready cash in the deal.” 

“A bull?” 

“No, not exactly a bull, RB.” 

“What was it then?” 

“A jackass, RB.” 

“A jackass!” 

“That’s right.” 

“Who in hell wants to own a jackass, Hod? I can’t lend the bank’s 
money on a jackass.” 

“You’re in the money-lending business, RB, and I’ve got an animal 
to mortgage. What else do you want? I’m putting up my jack, and 
you’re putting up your money. That’s business, RB. That’s good busi- 
ness/’ 

“Yes, but suppose you force me to foreclose the mortgage— I’d have 
the jack, and then maybe I couldn’t find a buyer. Jackass buyers are 
pretty scarce customers, Hod. I don’t recall ever seeing one.” 

“Anybody would give you a hundred dollars for a good high-class 
jack, RB. If you knew as much about farming and stock-raising as 
you do abgut banking, you’d recognize that without me having to 
tell you.” 
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“What docs a jackass look like?” 

“A jack don’t look so good to the eye, RB, but that’s not a jack’s 
high point. When a jack brays ” 

RB came running around from behind his cage and caught Hod 
by the arm. He was so excited that he was trembling. 

“Is that what I heard last night, Hod?” 

“What?” 

“A jackass braying.” 

“Wouldn’t be surprised if you did. Amos was out exercising him 
last night, and he said the jack brayed almost all night long.” 

“Come back here with me,” RB said, still shaking. “I’m going to 
let you have th*u loan, and take a mortgage on that jack. I want to 
have a hand in it. If I’ll let you have the loan, will you let me take 
the jack home and keep him at my house for about a week, Hod?” 

“You’re more than welcome to him, RB. You can keep him all the 
time if you want to. But why do you want to keep a jack at your 
house? You don’t breed mules, do you?” 

RB had Hod sign the papers before he replied. He then counted 
out five ten-dollar bills and put them into Hod’s hand. 

“This is just between me and you, Hod,” he said. “Me and my wife 
haven’t been on speaking terms for more than a month now. She 
cooks my meals and does all her housework, but she’s been mad at me 
about something and she won’t snv a word or rave anything to do 
with me. But last night, sometime after midnight, we were lying there 
in the bed, she as far on her side as she could get without falling out, 
and all at once I heard the damnedest yell I ever heard in all my life. 
It was that jackass braying. I know now what it was, but I didn't 
know then. That jack was somewhere out in the sedge, and when he 
brayed, the first thing I knew, my wife was all over me, she was 
that scared, or something. That sounds like a lie, after I have told you 
about her not speaking to me for more than a month, and sleeping 
as far on her side of the bed as she could get without falling on the 
floor, but it’s the truth if I know v hat the truth is. That jack brayed 
just once, and the first thing I knew, my wife was all over me, hug- 
ging me and begging me not to leave her. This morning she took up 
her old ways again, and that’s why I want to stable that jack at my 
house for a week or two. He’ll break up that streak of* not talking 
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and not having anything to do with me. That jack is what I am in 
need of, Hod.” 

Hod took the money and walked out of the bank towards the depot 
where Amos was. 

“Where’s the jack, Hod?” RB said, running after him. 

“Out there behind your bank,” Hod said. “You can take him home 
with you tonight when you close up." 

Amos got up to meet Hod. 

“Come on, Amos," Hod said. “We’re going home.” 

Amos looked back over his shoulder at the jack behind the bank, 
watching him until he was out of sight. They walked through the 
broomsedge, circling the big gully, on the way home. 

When they reached the front yard, Hod saw Sam sitting under a 
chinaberry tree. Sam got up and stood leaning against the trunk. 

“What are you doing here?” Hod asked him. “What are you hang- 
ing around here for? Go on home, Sam.” 

Sam came forward a step, and stepped backward two. 

“Miss Daisy told me to tell you something for her,” Sam said, chew- 
ing the words. 

“She said what?” 

“Mr. Hod, Miss Daisy and Mr. Shaw went off down the road while 
you was chasing'that jack. Mr. Shaw said he was taking Miss Daisy 
with him back to the navy yard, and Miss Daisy said she was going 
off and never coming Back.” 

Hod went to the front porch and sat down in the shade. His feet 
hung over the edge of the porch, almost touching the ground. 

Amos walked across the yard and sat down on the steps. He looked 
at Hod for several minutes before he said anything. 

“Mr. Hod,” he said, chewing the words worse than his son had be- 
fore him, “1 reckon you’d better go back to Folger and get your jack. 
Looks like that jack has a powerful way of fretting the women-folks, 
and you’d better get him to turn one in your direction.” 
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My grandfather, who never did a day’s wor k in his 
whole life, used to tell me that if circumstances should 
ever compel him to go to wor\, he would rather be a 
traveling medicine man than President. It was gener- 
ally conceded that my grandfather was the wisest man 
in Sycamore County, Georgia, but it was a long time 
before I was able to appreciate the wisdom of his re- 
mark. Now that I have grown older l sofii ■* 'imes look 
back over the years and wish that I had taken up that 
profession and had traveled tWbugh the country hand- 
ing out warm handclasps, good-natured joshing, and 
bottled happiness. 




THE MEDICINE MAN 


Ihere was nobody in Rawley who believed that Effie Henderson 
would ever find a man to marry her, and Effie herself had just about 
given up hope. But that was before the traveling herb doctor came 
to town. 

Professor Eaton was a tall gaunt-looking man with permanent, 
sewn-in creases in his trousers and a high celluloid collar around his 
neck. He may have b^en ten years older than Effie, or he may have 
► been teu years younger; it was no more easy to judge his age than it 
was to determine by the accent of his speech from what section of the 
country he had originally come. 

He drove into Rawley one hot dusty morning in mid-August, sell- 
ing Indian Root Tonic. Indian Root Tonic was a beady, licorice-tasting 
cure-all in a fancy green-blown bottle. The bottle was wrapped in a 
black and white label, on which the most prominent feature was the 
photographic reproduction of a beefy man exhibiting his expanded 
chest and muscles and his postage-stamp wrestler s trunks. Professor 
Eaton declared, and challenged any man alive to tirny his statement, 
that his Indian Root Tonic would cure any ailment known to man, 
and quite a few known only to women. 

Effie Henderson was the first person in town to give him a dollar 
for a bottle, and the first to come back for the second one. 

The stand that Professor Eaton had opened up was the back seat 
of his mud-spattered touring car. He had paid the mayor ten^ragged 
one-dollar bills for a permit to do business in Rawley, and he had 
parked his automobile in the middle of the weed-grown vacant lot 
behind the depot. He sold his medicine over the back seat of his car, 
lifting the green-blown bottles from a box at his feet as fast as the 
customers came up and laid down their dollars. 

There had been a big crowd standing around in the weed-grown 
lot the evening before, but there were only a few people, standing 
around him listening to his talk when Effie came back in the morning 
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for her second bottle. Most of the persons there then were Negroes 
who did not have a dollar among them, but who had been attracted 
to the lot by the alcoholic fumes around the mud-caked automobile 
and who were willing to be convinced of Indian Root Tonic’s mar- 
velous curative powers. When Effie came up, the Negroes stepped 
aside, and stood at a distance watching Professor Eaton get ready to 
make another sale. 

Effie walked up to the folded-down top in front of Professor Eaton 
and laid down a worn dollar bill that was as limp as a piece of wet 
cheesecloth. 

"I just had to come back this morning for another bottle,” Effie 
said, smiling up at Professor Eaton. “The one I took last night made 
me feel better than I have ever felt before in all my life. There’s not 
another medicine in the whole country like it, and I’ve tried them all, 
I reckon.” 

“Pardon me, madam,” Professor Eaton said. “There are hundreds 
of preparations on the market today, but there is only one Indian 
Root Tonic. You will be doing me a great favor if you will hereafter 
refer to my aid-to-human-life by its true and trade-marked name. 
Indian Root Tonic is the name of the one and only cure for ailments 
of any nature. It is particularly good for the mature woman, madam.” 

“You shouldn’t call me ‘madam,’ Professor Eaton,” Effie said, low- 
ering her head. “I’m just a young and foolish girl, and I’m not married 
yet, either.” 

Professor Eaton wiped the perspiration from his upper lip and 
looked down at Effie. 

“How utterly stupid of me, my dear young lady,” he said. “Anyone 
can see by looking at your fresh young face that you are a mere girl. 
Indian Root Tonic is particularly good for the young maiden.” 

Effie turned around to see if any of the Negroes were close enough 
to hear* what Professor Eaton had said. She hoped that some of the 
women whe^ lived on her street would walk past the corner in time 
to hear Professor Eaton talk like that about her. 

“I never like to talk about myself, but don’t you think I am too 
young yet to get married, Professor Eaton?” 

“My d^ar young lady,” he continued after having paused long 
enough to relight his dead cigar, “Indian Root Tonic is particularly 
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good for the unmarried girl. It -is the greatest discovery kndwn to 
medical science since the beginning of mankind. I personally secured 
the formula for this marvelous medicine from an old Indian chirf 
out in our great and glorious West, and I was compelled to promise 
him on my bended knee that I would devote the remainder of my 
life to traveling over this great nation of ours offering Indian Root 
Tonic to men and women like you who would be helpless invalids 
without it.” , 

He had to pause for a moment’s breath. It was then that he looked 
down over the folded top and for the first time looked at Effie face 
to face. The evening before in the glare of the gasoline torch, when 
the lot was crowded with people pushing and shoving to get to the 
medicine stand before .the special introductory offer was withdrawn, 
he had r>^r had time to look at everyone who came up to hand him 
a dollar for a bottle. But now when he looked down and saw Effie, 
he leaned forward to stare at her. 

“Oh, Professor Eaton,” Effie said, “you are such a wonderful man! 
Just to think that you are doing such a great work in the world!” 

Professor Eaton continued to stare at Effie. She was as good-looking 
as the next girl in town, not over thirty, and when she fixed herself 
up, as she had done for nearly two hours that morning before leaving 
home, she usually had all the drummers in town for the day staring 
at her and asking the storekeepers whu she was. , 

After a while Professor Eaton climbed out of the back seat of his 
car and came around to the rear where she wa«. He relit his cold 
cigar, and inspected Effie more closely. 

“You know, Professor Eaton, you shouldn’t talk like that to me,” 
she said, evading his eyes. “You really don’t know me well enough 
yet to call me ‘dear girl.’ This is the first time wt have been alone 
together, and ” 

“Why! I didn’t think that a beautiful young girl like you would 
seriously object to my honorable admiration,” he said, looking her up 
and down and screwing up his mouth <vhen she plucked at her blouse. 
“It’s so seldom that I have the opportunity of seeing such a charming 
young girl that I must have lost momentarily all sense of discretion. 
But, now that we are fully acquainted with each other. I’m, sure you 
won’t object to mjr devoted admiration. Will you?” 
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“Oh, Professor Eaton,” Effie said excitedly, “do you really and truly 
think I am beautiful? So many men have told me that before, I’m 
accustomed to hearing it frequently, but you are the first man to say 
it so thrillingly!” 

She tried to step backward, but she was already standing against the 
rear of the car. Professor Eaton moved another step closer, and there 
was no way for her to turn. She would not have minded that if she 
had not been so anxious to have a moment to look down at her blouse. 
She knew there must be something wrong, surely something had 
slipped under the waist, because Professor Eaton had not raised his 
eyes from her bosom since he got out of the car and came down be- 
side her. She wondered then if she should not have confined herself 
when she dressed that morning, putting on all the undergarments 
she wore to church on Sunday morning. 

“My dear girl, there is not the slightest doubt in my mind concern- 
ing your beauty. In fact, I think you are the most charming young 
girl it has been my good fortune to encounter during my many travels 
over this great country of ours — from coast to coast, from the Lakes 
to the Gulf.” 

“You make me feel so young and foolish, Professor Eaton!” Effie 
said, smoothing her shirtwaist over her bosom. “You make me feel 
like ” 

Professor Eaton turned abruptly and reached into the back seat for 
a bottle of Indian Root Tonic. He closed his teeth over the cork stop 
per and popped it out, and, with no further loss of time, handed it to 
Effie. 


“Have this one on me, my dear girl,” he said. “Just drink it down, 
and then see if it doesn’t make you feel even better still.” 

Effie took the green-blown bottle, looking at the picture of the 
strong young man in wrestler’s trunks. 

“I drank the whole bottle I bought last night,” she said. “I drank it 
just before gpping to bed, and it made me feel so good 1 just couldn’t 
lie still. I had to get up and sit on the back porch sfnd sing a while.” 

“There was neyer a more beneficial ” 


“What particular ailment is the medicine good for, Professor 

Eat° n ?” .-^BL/^% . 

“Indian Root T^^ ver ails you. In fact, merely 

i ‘ifatr&X 
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as a general conditioner it is supreme in its field. And then on the 
other hand, there is no complaint known to medical science that it has 
yet failed to allevi — to help.” 

Effie turned up the bottle* and drank down the beady, licorice-tast- 
ing fluid, all eight ounces of it. The Negroes standing around the car 
looked on wistfully while the alcoholic fumes from the opened bottle 
drifted over the lot. Effie handed the empty bottle to Professor Eaton, 
after taking one last look at the picture on the label. 

“Oh, Professor Eaton,” she said, coming closer, “it makes me feel 
better already. I feel just like I was going to rise off the ground and 
fly away somewhere.” 

“Perhaps you would allow me ” 

“To do what, Professor Eaton? What?” 

He flaked the ashes from his cigar with the tip of his little finger. 

“Perhaps you would allow me to escort you to your home,” he said. 
“Now, its almost dinner-time, and I was just getting ready to close 
up my stand until the afternoon, so if you will permit me, I’ll be very 
glad to drive you home in my automobile. Just tell me how to get 
there, and we’ll start right away.” 

“You talk so romantic, Professor Eaton,” Effie said, touching his 
arm with her hand. “You make me feel just like a foolish young girl 
around you.” 

“Then you will permit me to see you home?” 

“Of course, I will.” 

“Step this way please,” he said, holding open vhe door and taking 
her arm firmly in his grasp. 

After they had settled themselves in the front seat, Effie turned 
around and looked at Professor Eaton. 

“I’ll bet you have had just lots and lots of love affairs with young 
girls like me all over the country.” 

“On the contrary,” he said, starting the motor, “this is the first time 
I have ever givep my serious consideration to one of your sex. You 
see, I apply myself faithfully to the promotion, distribution, and sale 
of Indian Root Tonic. But this occasion, of course, draws me will- 
ingly from the cares of business. In fact, I consider your presence in 
my car a great honor. I have often wished that I might " 
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M And am I the first young girl— the first woman you ever courted?” 

"Absolutely,” he said. “Absolutely.” 

Professor Eaton drove out of the vacant weed-grown lot and turned 
the car up the street toward Effie’s house. She lived only two blocks 
away, and during the time it took them to drive that distance neither 
of them spoke. Effie was busy looking out to see if people were watch- 
ing her ride with Professor Eaton in his automobile, and he* was bus- 
ily engaged in steering through the deep white sand in the street. 
When they got there, Effie told him to park the machine in front of 
the gate where they could step out and walk directly into the house. 

They got out and EfHe led the way through the front door and into 
the parlor. She raised one of the shades a few inches and dusted off 
the sofa. 

Professor Eaton stood near the middle of the room, looking uneasily 
through the small opening under the shade, and listening intently for 
sounds elsewhere in the house. 

“Just sit down here on the sofa beside me,” Effie said. “I know I am 
perfecdy safe alone with you, Professor Eaton.” 

Effie closed her eyes and allowed herself the pleasure of feeling 
scared to death of Professor Eaton. It was an even nicer feeling than 
the one she had had the night before when she drank the first bottle 
of Indian Root Tonic and got into bed. 

"And this is the ancestral home?” he asked. 

“Don’t let’s talk about anything but you — and me,” Effie said. 
"Wouldn’t you just like to talk about us?” 

Professor Eaton began to feel more at ease, now that it was evident 
that they were alone in the house. 

"Perhaps,” Professor Eaton said, sitting closer to Effie and looking 
down once more at her blouse, “perhaps you will permit me to diag- 
nose your complaint. You see, I am well versed in the medical science, 
and I can tell you how many bottles of Indian Root Tonic you should 
use in your particular case. Naturally, some people require a greater 
number of bottles than others do.” 

Effie glanced out the window for a second, and then she turned to 
Professor Eaton. 

“I won’t have to—” 
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“Oh, no,” he said, “that won’t be at all necessary, though- you may 
do as you like about it. I can just ” 

“Are you sure it’s perfeedy all right, Professor Eaton?” 

“Absolutely,” he said. “Absolutely.” 

Effie smoothed her shirtwaist with her hands and pushed her shoul- 
ders forward. Professor Eaton bent towards her, reaching for her 
hand. 

He held her hand for a few seconds, feeling her pulse, and then 
dropped it to press his ear against her bosom to listen to her heart- 
beat. While he listened, Effie tucked up a few loose strands of hair 
that had fallen over her temples. 

“Perhaps,” he said, raising his head momentarily, “perhaps if you 
will merely ” 

“Of course, Professor Eaton,” Effie said excitedly. 

He bent closer after she had fumbled nervously with the blouse and 
pressed his head against her breasts. Her heartbeat jarred his ear- 
drum. 

After a while Professor Eaton sat up and loosened the knot in his 
necktie and wiped the perspiration from his upper lip with the back of 
his hand. It was warm in the room, and there was no ventilation 
with the door closed. 

“Perhaps I have already told you ” 

“Oh, no! You haven’t told me!” sh° said eagerly, ; olding her hands 
tightly clasped and looking down at herself with bau d breath. “Please 
go ahead and tell me, Professor Eaton!” 

“Perhaps,” he said, fingering the open needlework in her blouse, 
“perhaps you would like to know that Indian Root Tonic is the only 
complete aid for general health on the market today. And in addition 
to its general curative properties, Indian Root Toni" possesses the vir- 
tues most women find themselves in need of during the middle and 
later stages of life. In other words, it imparts a vital force to the glands 
that are in most need of new vitality. I am sure that once you discover 
for yourself the marvelous power tK rejuvenation that Indian Root 
Tonic possesses, you will never again be alone in the house without 
it. In fact, I can say without fear of successful contradiction that ” 

Effie laid her blouse aside. 

“Do you want me to take ” 
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M Oh, yes; by all means/’ he replied hastily. “Now, as I was say- 
ing ” 

“And this, too, Professor Eaton? This, too?” 


Professor Eaton reached over and pinched her lightly. Effie giggled 
and passed her hands over her bosom as though she were smoothing 


her shirtwaist. 


“I don't suppose you happen to have another bottle of that tonic in 
your pocket, do you, Professor Eaton?” 

“I'm afraid I haven't,” he said, “but just outside in my car there are 

several cases full. If you’ll let me, I’ll step out and ” 

“Oh, no!” Effie cried, clutching at his arms and pulling him back 
beside her. “Oh, Professor Eaton, don't leave me now!” 

“Very well,” he said, sitting down beside her once more. “And now 

as I was saying, Indian Root Tonic’s supernatural powers of re ” 

“Professor Eaton, do you want me to take off all of this— like this?” 
“Absolutely,” he said. “And Indian Root Tonic has never been 

known to fail, whereas in so many ” 

“You don’t want me to leave anything ” 

“Of course not. Being a doctor of the medical science, in addition 
to my many other activities, I need absolute freedom. Now, if you 
feel that you cannot place yourself entirely in my hands, perhaps it 
^yould be better if I ” 

“Oh, please don't go!” Effie cried, pulling him back to the sofa be- 
side her. “You know I have complete confidence in your abilities, 

Professor Eaton. I know you wouldn’t ” 

“Wouldn’t do what?” he asked, looking down at her again. 

“Oh, Professor Eaton! I’m just a young girl!” 

“Well,” he said, “if you are ready to place yourself entirely in my 

hands, I can proceed with my diagnosis. Otherwise ” 

“I was only teasing you, Professor Eaton!” Effie said, squeezing his 
hand. “Of course, I trust you. You are such a strong man, and I know 
you wouldnlt take advantage of a weak young girl like me. If you 
didn't take care of me, I’d more than likely run away with myself.” 

“Absolutely,” he said. “Now, if you will continue removing the ” 

“There is only this left, Professor Eaton,” Effie said. “Are you sure 
it will be all right?” 

“Absolutely/’ 



THE MEDICINE MAN 


25 


“But I feel so— so bare, Professor Eaton/’ 

“ ’Tis only natural to feel like that,” he said, comforting her. “A 
young girl who has never before experienced the ” 

“Experienced the what?” 

“Well — as I was saying ” 

“You make me feel so funny, Professor Eaton. And are you 
sure ” 

“Absolutely,” he said. “Absolutely.” 

“I’ve never felt like this before. It feels like ” 

“Just place yourself completely in my hands, my dear young girl, 
and I promise nothing will ” 

Without warning the parlor door was thrown open and Effie’s 
brother, Burke, came in. Burke was the town marshal. 

“Is dinner ready, Effie?” Burke asked, standing in the doorway and 
trying to accustom his eyes to the near-darkness of the parlor. “It’s a 
quarter after twelve and ” 

Burke stopped in the midst of what he was saying and stared at 
Effie and Professor Eaton. Effie screamed and pushed Professor Eaton 
away from her. He got up and stood beside Effie and the sofa, looking 
first at Burke and then at Effie. He did not know what to do. Effie 
reached for the things she had thrown aside. Professor Eaton bent 
down and picked up something and threw it at ha 

The room suddenly appeared to Professor Eato:. to be as bright 
as day. 

“Well, I’ll be damned!” Burke said, coming slowly across the floor. 
His holster hung from his right hip, and it swung heavily as he 
swayed from step to step. “I’ll be damned!” 

Professor Eaton stood first on one foot and then on the other. He 
was between Effie and her brother, and he knew of no way by which 
he could change his position in the room. He wished to get as far 
away from Effie as he possibly could. Until she had dressed herself, 
he hoped he would not be forced to jok at her. 

Burke stepped forward and pushed Professor Eaton aside. He 
looked at Effie and at the herb doctor, but he gave no indication of 
what he intended doing. 

Professor Eaton shifted the weight of his body to his other foot, 
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and Burke’s hand dropped to the top of the holster, his fingers feeling 
for the pearl handle that protruded from it. 

Effie snapped a safety-pin and ran between Burke and Professor 
Eaton. She was still not completely dressfed, but she was fully cohered. 

“What are you going to do, Burke?” she cried. 

“That all depends on what the professor is going to do,” Burke said, 
still fingering the pearl handle on the pistol. “What is the professor 
going to do?” 

“Why, Professor Eaton and I are going to be married, Burke,” she 
said. “Aren’t we, Professor Eaton?” 

“I had not intended making known the announcement of our en- 
gagement and forthcoming marriage at this time,” he said, “but since 
we are to be married very shordy, Effie ’s brother should by all means 
be the first to know of our intentions.” 

“Thanks for telling me, professor,” Burke said. “It had better by a 
damn sight be forthcoming.” 

Effie ran to Professor Eaton and locked her arms around his neck. 

“Oh, do you really mean it, Professor Eaton? I’m so happy I don’t 
know what to do! But why didn’t you tell me sooner that you really 
wanted to marry me? Do you really and truly mean it. Professor 
Eaton?” 

“Sure,” Burke said; “he means it ” 

“I’m the happiest girl in the whole town of Rawley,” Effie cried, 
pressing her face against Professor Eaton’s celluloid collar. “It was all 
so unexpected! I had never dreamed of it happening to me so soon!” 

Burke backed across the room, one hand still around the pearl 
handle that protruded from the cow-hide holster. He backed across 
the room and reached for the telephone receiver on the wall. He rang 
the central office and took the receiver from the hook. 

“Hello, Janie,” he said into the mouthpiece. “Ring up Reverend 
Edwards for me, will you, right away.” 

Burke l&ihed against the wall, looking at Effie and Professor Eaton 
while Janie at the central office was ringing the Reverend Edwards’ 
number.* * 

“Just to think that I'm going to marry a traveling herb doctor!” 
Effie said. “Why! all the girls in town will be so envious of me they 
Won’t speak for a month!” 
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"Absolutely,” Professor Eaton said, pulling tight the loosened knot 
in his tie and adjusting it in the opening of his celluloid collar. “Abso- 
lutely. Indian Root Tonic has unlimited powers. It is undoubtedly the 
medical and scientific marvel of the age. Indian Rf*ot Tonic has been 
known to produce the most astounding results in the annals of medi- 
cal history.” 

Effie pinnfed up a strand of hair that had fallen over her forehead 
and looked proudly upon Professor Eaton. 




AUGUST AFTERNOON 


Almost every short story writer and novelist who are - 
ates the characters that people his fiction is beset by 
readers demanding affidavits that such characters “ac- 
tually exist!’ No writer worth his salt is ever guilty of 
such gross adynamia, as the demand implies. All fic- 
tional characters are created from the materials of hu- 
man experience, but rarely are they replicas of living 
persons. It is to the credit of fiction as a • rm of art 
that readers are moved to asf^ for proof, but it also 
shows a lac\ of discrimination on the part of readers 
when they are unable to distinguish between fantasy 
and reality. 




AUGUST AFTERNOON 


VIC GLOVER awoke with the noon-day heat ringing in his ears. 
He had been asleep for only half an hour, and he was getting readv 
to turn over and go back to sleep when he opened his eyes for a mo- 
ment and saw Hubert’s wooly black head over the top of his bare 
toes. He stretched his eyelids and held them open in the glaring light 
as long as he could. 

Hubert was standing in the yard, at the edge of the porch, with a 
pine cone in his hand. 

Vic cursed him. 

The colored man once more raked the cone over Vic’s bare toes, 
tickling them on the under-side, and stepped back out of reach. 

“What do you mean by standing there tickling me with that dad- 
burned cone?” Vic shouted at Hubert. “Is that all you can find to do? 
Why don’t you get out in that field and do something to them boll- 
weevils? They’re going to eat up every boll of cotton on the place if 
you don’t stop them.” 

“I surely hated to wake you up, Mr. Vic,” Hubert said, “but there’s 
a white man out here looking for something. He won’t say what he’s 
looking for, but he’s hanging around waiting for it.” 

Vic sat up wide awake. He sat up on the quilt and pulled on his 
shoes without looking into the yard. The white sand in the yard beat 
the glare of the sun directly into his eyes and he could see nothing 
beyond the edge of the porch. Hubert threw the pine cone under the 
porch and stepped aside. 

“He must be looking for trouble,” Vic said. “When they come 
around and don’t say anything, V.d just sit and look, it’s trouble 
they’re looking for?” 

“There he is, Mr. Vic,” Hubert said, nodding his head across the 
yard. “There he sits up against that wateroak tree yonder.” 

Vic looked around for Willie. Willie was sitting on the top step 
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at the other end of the porch, directly in front of the strange white 
man. She did not look at Vic. 

“You ought to have better sense than to wake me up while I’m tak- 
ing a nap. This is no time of the day to* be up in the summertime. 
I’ve got to get a little sleep every now and then.” 

“Boss,” Hubert said, “I wouldn’t never wake you up at all, not at 
any time, but Miss Willie just sits there high up on the steptf showing 
her pretty and that white man has been out there whittling on a little 
stick a long time without saying nothing. I’m scared about something 
happening when he whittles that little stick clear through, and it’s 
just about whittled down to nothing now. That’s why I waked you 
up, Mr. Vic. Ain’t much left of that little whittling-stick.” 

Vic glanced again at Willie, and from her he turned to stare at the 
stranger sitting under the wateroak tree in his front yard. 

The piece of wood had been shaved down to paper thinness. 

“Boss,” Hubert said, shifting the weight of his body uneasily, “we 
ain’t aiming to have no trouble today, is we?” 

“Which way did he come from?” Vic asked, ignoring the question. 

“I never did see him come from nowhere, Mr. Vic. I just looked up, 
and there he was, sitting against that wateroak out yonder and whit- 
tling on that little stick. I reckon I must have been drowsy when he 
came, because when I opened my eyes, there he was.” 

Vic slid down over the quilt until his legs were hanging over the 
edge of the porch. Perspiration began to trickle down his neck as soon 
as he sat up. 

“Ask him what he’s after, Hubert.” 

“We ain’t aiming to have no trouble today, is we, Mr. Vic?” 

“Ask him what he wants around here, I said.” 

Hubert went almost halfway to the wateroak tree and stopped. 

“Mr. Vic says what can he do for you, white-folks?” 

The man said nothing. He did not even glance up from the little 
stick he was kittling. 

Hubert came back to the porch, the whites of his eyes becoming 
larger with each step. 

“What did he say?” Vic asked him. 

“He ain’j: said nothing yet, Mr. Vic. He acts like he don’t hear me 
at all. You’d better go talk to him, Mr. Vic. He won’t give me no 
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attention. Appears to me like he’s just sitting there and looking at 
Miss Willie on the high step: Maybe if you was to tell her to go in 
the house and shut the door, he might be persuaded to give some 
notice to what we say to him.” 

“Ain’t no sense in sending her in the house,” Vic said. “I can make 
him talk. Hand me that stillyerd.” 

“Mr. Vic, I’m trying to tell you about Miss Willie. Miss Willie’s 
been sitting there on that high step showing her pretty and he’s been 
looking at her a right long time, Mr. Vic. If you won’t object to me 
saying so, Mr. Vic, I reckon I’d tell Miss Willie to go sit somewhere 
else, if I was you. Miss Willie ain’t got much on today, Mr. Vic. Just 
only that skimpy outside dress, Mr. Vic. That’s what I’ve been trying 
to tell you. I walked out there in the yard this while ago to see what 
he was looking at so much, and when I say Miss Willie ain’t got 
much on today, I mean she’s got on just only that skimpy outside 
dress, Mr. Vic. You can go look yourself and see if I’m lying to you, 
Mr. Vic.” 

“Hand me that stillyerd, I said.” 

Hubert went to the end of the porch and brought the heavy iron 
cotton-weighing steelyard to Vic. He stepped back out of the way. 

“Boss,” Hubert said, “we ain’t aiming to have no trouble today, 
is we?” 

Vic was getting ready to jump down into the j , d when the man 
under the wateroak reached into his pocket and pulled out another 
knife. It was about ten or eleven inches long, nd both sides of the 
handle were covered with hairy cowhide. There was a spring-button 
in one end. The man pushed the button with his thumb, and the 
blade sprang from the case. He began playing with both knives, 
throwing them up into the air and catching them on the backs of 
his hands. 

Hubert moved to the other side of Vic. 

“Mr. Vic,” he said, “I ain’t intending to mess in your business none, 
but it looks to me like you got yourself in for a peck of trouble when 
you went off and brought Miss Willie back here. It looks to me like 
she’s got up for a city girl, more so than a country girl.” 

Vic cursed him. 

“I’m telling yo^, Mr. Vic, you ought to marry yourself a wife who 
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hadn't ought to sit on a high step in front of a stranger, not even 
when she's wearing something more than just only a skimpy outside 
dress. I walked out there and looked at Miss Willie, and, Mr. Vic, 
Miss Willie is as bare as a plucked chicken, except for one little place 
I saw.” 

“Shut up,” Vic said, laying the steelyard down on the quilt be- 
side him. 

The man under the wateroak closed the blade of the small pen- 
knife and put it into his pocket. The big hairy cowhide knife he 
flipped into the air and caught it easily on the back of his hand. 

“Mr. Vic,” Hubert said, “you've been asleep all the time and you 
don’t know like I do. Miss Willie has been sitting there on that high 
step showing off her pretty a long time now, and he’s got his pecker 
up. I know, Mr. Vic, because I went out there myself and looked." 

Vic cursed him. 

The man in the yard flipped the knife into the air and caught it 
behind his back. • 

“What’s your name?” he asked Willie. 

“Willie." 

He flipped the knife again. 

“What’s yours?” she asked him, giggling. 

“Floyd.” 

“Where are you fromj 5 ” 

“Carolina.” 

He flipped it higher than ever, catching it underhanded. 

“What are you doing in Georgia?” 

“Don't know,” he said. “Just looking around.” 

Willie giggled, smiling at him. 

Floyd got up and walked across the yard to the steps and sat down 
on the bottom one. He put his arms around his knees and looked 
up at Willie. 

“You're not io bad-looking,” he said. “I’ve seen lots worse-looking.” 

“You’re not so bad yourself,” Willie giggled, resting her arms on 
her knees and looking down at him. 

“How about a kiss f 99 

“What would it be to you?” 

“Not bad. I reckon I've had lots worse.” 
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“Well, you can’t get it sitting down there 

Floyd climbed the steps on his hands and feet and sat down on the 
next to the top step. He leaned against Willie, putting one arm around 
her wpist and the other under’ her knees. Willie slid down the step be- 
side him. Floyd pulled her to him, making a sucking-sound with 
his lips. 

“Boss,” Hubert said, his lips twitching, “we ain’t aiming to have 
no trouble today, is we?” 

Vic cursed him. 

Willie and Floyd moved down a step without loosening their em- 
brace. 

“Who is that yellow-headed sapsucker, anyhow?” Vic said. “I’ll be 
dad-burned if he ain’t got a lot of nerve — coming here and fooling 
with Willie.” 

“You wouldn’t do nothing to cause trouble, would you, Mr. Vic? 
I surely don’t want to have no trouble today, Mr. Vic.” 

Vic glanced at the eleven-inch knife Floyd had stuck into the step 
at his feet. It stood on its tip, twenty-two inches high, while the sun 
was reflected against the bright blade and made a streak of light on 
Floyd’s pants-leg. 

“Go over there and take that knife away from him and bring it to 
me,” Vic said. “Don’t be scared of nim.” 

“Mr. Vic, I surely hate to disappoint you, but you want that 
white-folk’s knife, you’ll just have to get it your own self. I don’t aim 
to have myself all carved up with that thing. M: Vic, I surely can't 
accommodate you this time. If you want that white-folk’s knife, you’ll 
just be bound to get it your own self, Mr. Vic.” 

Vic cursed him. 

Hubert backed away until he was at the end of the porch. He kept 
looking behind him all the time, looking to be certain of the exact 
location of the sycamore stump that was between him and the pine 
grove on the other side of the cotton fleld. 

Vic called to Hubert and told hint to come back. Hubert came 
slowly around the corner of the porch and stood a few feet from the 
quilt where Vic was sitting. His lips quivered and the whites of his 
eyes grew larger. Vic mentioned for him to come closer, but lje wpuld 
not come an inch farther. 
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“How old are you?” Floyd asked Willie. 

“Fifteen” 

Floyd jerked the knife out of the wood and thrust it deeper into 
the same place. 

“How old are you?” she asked him. 

“About twenty-seven.” 

“Are you married?” 

“Not now,” he said. “How long have you been?” 

“About three months,” Willie said. 

“How do you like it?” 

“Pretty good so far.” 

“How about another kiss?” 

“You just had one.” 

“I’d like another one now.” 

“I ought not to let you kiss me again.” 

“Why not?” 

“Men don’t like girls who kiss too much.” 

“I’m not that kind.” 

“What kind are you?” 

“I’d like to kiss you a lot.” 

. “But after I let you do that, you’d go away.” 

“No, I won’t. I’ll stay for something else.” 

“What?” 

“To get the rest of you.” 

“You might hurt me.” 

“It won’t hurt.” 

“It might.” 

“Let’s go inside for a drink and I’ll show you.” 

“We’ll have to go to the spring for fresh water.” 

“Where’s the spring?” 

“Just aero A 1 the field in the grove.” 

“All right,” Floyd said, standing up. “Let’s go.” 

He bent down *and pulled the knife out of the wood. Willie ran 
down the steps and across the yard. When Floyd saw that she was 
npt going to wait for him, he ran after her, holding the knives in his 
pocket with one hand. She led him across the cotton field to the 
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spring in the pine grove. Just before they got there, Floyd caught her 
by the arm and ran beside her the rest of the way. 

“Boss,” Hubert said, his voice trembling, “we ain’t aiming to have 
no trouble today, is we?” 

Vic* cursed him. 

“I don’t want to get messed up with a heap of trouble and maybe 
get my belly slit open with that big hairy knife. If you ain’t got ob- 
jections, I reckon I’ll mosey on home now and cut me a little fire- 
wood for the cookstove.” 

“Come back here!” Vic said. “You stay where you are and stop 
making moves to go off.” 

“What is we aiming to do, Mr. Vic?” 

Vic eased himself off the porch and walked across the yard to the 
wateroak. He looked down at the ground where Floyd had been 
sitting, and then he looked at the porch steps where Willie had been. 
The noon-day heat beat down through the thin leaves overhead and 
he could feel his mouth and throat burn with the hot air he breathed 

“Have you got a gun, Hubert?” 

“No, sir, boss,” Hubert said. 

“Why haven’t you?” he said. “Right when I need a gun, you haven’t 
got it. Why don’t you keep a gun?” 

“Mr. Vic, I ain’t got no use for a gun. I used to keep one to shoot 
rabbits and squirrels with, but I got to thinking ha one day, and I 
traded it off the first chance 1 got. I reckon it was a good thing I 
traded, too. If I had kept it, you’d be asking for ; t like you did just 
now.” 

Vic went back to the porch and picked up the steelyard and ham- 
mered the porch with it. After he had hit the porch four or five times, 
he dropped it and started out in the direction of the spring. He 
walked as far as the edge of the shade and stopped. He stood listening 
for a while. 

Willie and Floyd could be heard down ne;*r the spring Floyd said 
something to Willie, and Willie laughed loudly. There was silence 
again for several minutes, and then Willie laughed again. Vic could 
not tell whether she was crying or laughing. He was getting ready 
to turn and go back to the porch when he heard her cr^ out. It 
sounded like a scream, but it was not exacdy that; it sounded like a 
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shriek, but it wasn’t that, either; it sounded more like someone laugh- 
ing and crying simultaneously in a high-pitched, excited voice. 

“Where did Miss Willie come from, Mr. Vic?” Hubert asked. 
“Where did you bring her from?” 

“Down below here a little way,” he said. 

Hubert listened to the sounds that were coming from the pine 
grove. 

“Boss,” he said after a little while, “it appears to me like you didn’t 
go far enough away.” 

“I went far enough,” Vic said. “If I had gone any farther, I’d have 
been in Florida.” 

The colored man hunched his shoulders forward several times while 
he smoothed the white sand with his broad-soled shoes. 

“Mr. Vic, if I was you, the next time I’d surely go that far, maybe 
farther.” 

“What do you mean, the next time?” 

“I was figuring that maybe you wouldn’t be keeping her much 
longer than now, Mr. Vic.” 

Vic cursed him. 

Hubert raised his head several times and attempted to see down 
into the pine grove over the top of the growing cotton. 

..“Shut up and” mind your own business,” Vic said. “I’m going to 
keep her till the cows come home. Where else do you reckon I’d find 
a better-looking girl than Willie?” 

“Boss, I wasn’t thinking of how she looks— I was thinking of how 
she acts. That white man came here and sat down and it wasn’t no 
time before she had his pecker up.” 

"She acts that way because she ain’t old enough yet to know who 
to fool with. She’ll catch on in time.” 

Hubert followed Vic across the yard. While Vic went towards the 
porch, Hubert stopped and leaned against the wateroak where he 
could almos^jsee over the cotton field into the pine grove. Vic went 
up on the porch and stretched out on the quilt. He took off his shoes 
and flung them a$ide. 

"I surely God knowed something was going to happen when he 
whittled that Stick down to nothing,” Hubert was saying to h«tn«Hf 
“White-tolks take a long time to whittle a little piece of wood, but 
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when they whittle it down to nothing, they’re going to be up and 
doing before the time ain’t long.” 

Presently Vic sat upright on the quilt. 

“Listen here, Hubert ” • 

“Ye*s, sir, boss!” 

“You keep your eye on that stillyerd so it will stay right where it 
is now, and when they come back up the path, you wake me up in 
a hurry.” 

“Yes, sir, boss,” Hubert said. ‘.‘Are you aiming to take a little nap 
now?” 

“Yes, I am. And if you don’t wake me up when they come back, 
I’ll break your neck for you when I do wake up.” 

Vic lay down again on the quilt and turned over on his side to shut 
out th'* blinding glare of the early afternoon sun that was reflected 
upon the porch from the hard white sand in the yard. 

Hubert scratched his head and sat down against the wateroak, fac- 
ing the path from the spring. He could hear Vic snoring on the porch 
above the sounds that came at intervals from the pine grove across 
the field. He sat staring down the path, drowsy, singing under his 
breath. It was a long time until sun-down. 
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Undoubtedly some day a Professor Horatio Perkins 
will be found leafing through this book in search of a 
peg to hang his hat on. He will feel discouraged at 
the start because he will find his cardinal rule, “never 
end a sentence with a preposition," has been broken; 
but, nonetheless, he will feel it is his duty to keep on. 
It is his hope, of course, to discover for himself, so that 
he may impart to his students, the secret w; story tell- 
ing. When he has finished his research, the chances 
are that he will write a book and call it “The Eleven 
Ways to Write a Short Story.” I dislike depriving him 
of his royalties, but l think my grandfather anticipated 
him by a number of years by saying that the only 
satisfactory way of doing what you set out to do is to 
do it the best way. 
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I DIDN’T steal Lud Moseley’s calico horse. 

People all over have been trying to make me out a thief, but any- 
body who knows me at all will tell you that I’ve never been in trouble 
like this before in all my life. Mr. John Turner will tell you all about 
me. I’ve worked for him, off and on, for I don’t know exactly how 
many years. I reckon I’ve worked for him just about all my life, since 
I was a boy. Mr. John knows I wouldn’t steal a horse. That’s why I 
say I didn’t steal Lud Moseley’s, like he swore I did. I didn’t grow 
up just to turn out to be a horse thief. 

Night before last, Mr. John told me to ride his mare, Betsy. I said 
I wanted to go off a little way after something, and he told me to go 
ahead and ride Betsy, like I have been doing every Sunday night for 
going on two years now. Mr. John told me to take the Texas saddle, 
but I told him I didn’t care about riding saddle. I like to ride with a 
bridle and reins, and nothing else. That’s the best way to ride, any- 
way. And where I was going I didn’t want to have « squeaking saddle 
under me. I wasn’t up to no mischief. It was just a itle private busi- 
ness of my own that nobody has got a right to call me down about. 
I nearly always rode saddle Sunday nights, but night before last was 
Thursday night, and that’s why I didn’t have a saddle when I went. 

Mr. John Turner will tell you I’m not the kind to go off and get 
into trouble. Ask Mr. John about me. He has known me all my life, 
and I’ve never given him or anybody else trouble. 

When I took Betsy out of the stable that night after supper, Mr. 
John came out to the barnyard and asked me over again if I didn't 
want to take the Texas saddle. That ?*.are, Betsy, is a little rawbonetl, 
but I didn’t mind that. I told Mr. John I’d just as lief ride bareback. 
He said it was all right with him if I wanted to get sawn in two, and 
for me to go ahead and do like I pleased about it. He was standing 
right there all the time, rubbing Betsy’s mane, and trying to jind out 
where I was gdfhg, without coming right out and asking me. But he 
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knew all the time where I was going, because he knows all about me. 
I reckon he just wanted to have a laugh at me, but he couldn’t do 
that if I didn’t let on where I was headed. So he told me it was all 
right to ride his mare without a saddle if I didn’t want to be bothered 
with one, and I opened the gate and rode off down the road towards 
Bishop’s crossroads. 

That was night before last—Thursday night. It was a little after dark 
then, but I could see Mr. John standing at the barnyard gate, leaning 
on it a little, and watching me ride off. I’d been plowing that day, 
over in the new ground, and I was dog-tired. That’s one reason why 
I didn’t gallop off like I always did on Sunday nights. I rode away 
slow, letting Betsy take her own good time, because I wasn’t in such 
a big hurry, after all. I had about two hours’ time to kill, and only a 
little over three miles to go. That’s why I went off like that. 

ii 

Everybody knows I’ve been going to $ee Lud Moseley’s youngest 
daughter, Naomi. I was going to see her again that night. But I 
couldn’t show up there till about nine-thirty. Lud Moseley wouldn’t 
let me come to see her but once a week, on Sunday nights, and night 
before last was Thursday. I’d been there to see her three or four times 
before on Thursday nights that Lud Moseley didn’t know about. 
Naomi told me to come to see her on Thursday nights. That’s why 
I had been going there when Lud Moseley said I couldn’t come to his 
house but once a week. Naomi told me to come anyway, and she had 
been coming out to the swing under the trees in the front yard to 
meet me. 

I haven’t got a thing in the world against Lud Moseley. Mr. John 
Turner will tell you I haven’t. I don’t especially like him, but that’s to 
be expected, and he knows why. Once a week isn’t enough to go to 
see a girl you like a lot, like I do Naomi. And I reckon she likes me 
a little, or she4wouldn’t tell me to come to see her on Thursday nights, 
when Lud Moseley told me not to come. Lud Moseley thinks if I go 
to see her more than once a week tKat maybe we’ll take it into our 
heads to go get married without giving him a chance to catch on. 
That’s w^iy he said I couldn’t come to his house but once a week, on 
Sunday nights. 
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He’s fixing to have me sent to the penitentiary for twenty years for 
stealing his calico horse, Lightfoot. I reckon he knows good and well 
I didn’t steal the horse, but he figures he’s got a good chance to put 
me out of the way till he can* get Naomi married to somebody else. 
That’s *thc way I figure it all out, because everybody in this part of 
the country who ever heard tell of me knows I’m not a horse thief. 
Mr. John Turner will tell you that about me. Mr. John knows me 
better than that. I’ve worked for him so long he even tried once to 
make me out as one of the family, but I wouldn’t let him do that. 

So, night before last, Thursday night, I rode off from home bare- 
back, on Betsy. I killed a little time down at the creek, about a mile 
down the road from where we live, and when I looked at my watch 
again, it was nine o’clock sharp. I got on Betsy and rode off towards 
Lud Moseley’s place. Everything was still and quiet around the house 
and barn. It was just about Lud’s bedtime then. I rode right up to the 
barnyard gate, like I always did on Thursday nights. I could see a 
light up in Naomi’s room, where she slept with her older sister, Mary 
Lee. We had always figured on Mary Lee’s being out with somebody 
else, or maybe being ready to go to sleep by nine-thirty. When I 
looked up at their window, I could see Naomi lying across her bed, 
and Mary Lee was standing beside the bed talking to her about some- 
thing. That looked bad, because when Mary Lee tried to make Naomi 
undress and go to bed before she did it always men it that it would 
take Naomi another hour or more to get out of the irom, because she 
had to wait for Mary Lee to go to sleep before she could leave. She 
had to wait for Mary Lee to go to sleep, and then she had to get up 
and dress in the dark before she could come down to the front yard 
and meet me in the swing under the trees. 

hi 

I sat there on Betsy for ten or fifteen minutes, waiting to see how 
Naomi was going to come out with her sister. I reckon if we had let 
Mary Lee in on the secret she would ,b we behaved all right about it, 
but on some account or other Naomi couldn’t make up her mind to 
fun the risk of it. There was a mighty chance that she would have 
misbehaved about it and gone straight and told Lud Moseley, and we 
didn’t want to run that risk. 
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After a while I saw Naomi get up and start to undress. I knew right 
away that that meant waiting another hour or longer for her to be 
able to come and meet me. The moon was starting to rise, and it was 
getting to be as brightas day out there in the barnyard. I’d been in 
the habit of opening the gate and turning Betsy loose in the yard, but 
I was scared to do it night before last. If Lud Moseley should get up 
for a drink of water or something, and happen to look out toward the 
barn and see a horse standing there, he would either think it was one 
of his and come out and lock it in the stalls, or else he would catch 
on it was me out there. Anyway, as soon as he saw Betsy, he would 
have known it wasn’t hismard, and there would have been the mis- 
chief to pay right there and then. So I opened the barn door and led 
Betsy inside and put her in the first empty stall I could find in the 
dark. I was scared to strike a light, because I didn’t know but what 
Lud Moseley would be looking out the window just at that time and 
see the flare of the match. I put Betsy in the stall, closed the door, and 
came back outside to wait for Naomi to find a chance to come out 
and meet me in the swing in the yard. 

It was about twelve-thirty or one o’clock when I got ready to leave 
for hotne. The moon had been clouded, and it was darker than every- 
thing in the barn. I couldn’t sec my hand in front of me, it was that 
dark. I was scared to strike a light that time, too, and I felt my way 
ill and opened the stall door and stepped inside to lead Betsy out. I 
couldn’t see a thing, and when I found her neck, I thought she must 
have slipped her bridle like she was always doing when she had to 
stand too long to suit her. I was afraid to try to ride her home without 
a lead of some kind, because I was scared she might shy in the barn- 
yard and start tearing around out there and wake up Lud Moseley. 
I felt around on the ground for the bridle, but I couldn’t find it any- 
where. Then I went back to the stall door and felt on it, thinking I 
might have taken it off myself when I was all excited at the start, and 
there was a filter hanging up. I slipped it over her head and led her 
out. It was still so dark I couldn’t see a thing, and I had to feel my 
way outside and through the barnyard gate. When I got to the road, 
I threw a leg over her, and started for home without wasting any # 
more time around Lud Moseley’s place. I thought she trotted a little 
funny, because she had a swaying swing that made me slide from side 
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to side, and I didn’t have a saddle pommel to hold on to. I was all 
wrought up about getting away from there without getting caught up 
with, and I didn’t think a thing about it. But I got home all right 
and slipped the halter off and put her in her stall. It was around one 
or two o’clock in the morning then. 

The next morning after breakfast, when I was getting ready to 
catch the mules and gear them up to start plowing in the new ground 
again, Lud Moseley and three or four other men, including the sheriff, 
came riding lickety-split up the road from town and hitched at the 
rack. Mr. John came out and slapped the sheriff on the back and told 
him a funny story. They carried on like that for nearly half an hour, 
and then the sheriff asked Mr. John where I was. Mr. John told him 
I was getting ready to go off to the new ground, where we had planted 
a crop of corn that spring, and then the sheriff said he had a warrant 
for me. Mr. John asked him what for, a joke or something? And the 
sheriff told him it was for stealing Lud Moseley’s calico horse, Light- 
foot. Mr. John laughed at him, because he still thought it just a joke, 
but the sheriff pulled out the paper and showed it to him. Mr. John 
still wouldn’t believe it, and he told them there was a mix-up some- 
where, because, he told them, I wouldn’t steal a horse. Mr. John knows 
I’m not a horse thief. I’ve never been in any kind of trouble before 
in all my life. 

They brought me to town right away and put 'r z in the cellroom 
at the sheriff’s jail. I knew I hadn’t stole Lud Moseley’s horse, and I 
wasn’t scared a bit about it. But right after they brought me to town, 
they all rode back and the sheriff looked in the barn and found Lud 
Moseley’s calico horse, Lightfoot, in Betsy’s stall. Mr. Johit said things 
were all mixed up, because he knew I didn’t steal the horse,* and he 
knew I wouldn’t do it. But the horse was there, the calico one, Light- 
foot, and his halter was hanging on the stall door. After that they 
went back to Lud Moseley’s and measured my foot tracks in the barn- 
yard, and then they found Betsy’s b$#*Ue. Lud Moseley said I had rode 
Mr. John’s mare over there, turned her loose, and put the bridle on 
his Lightfoot and rode him off. They never did say how come the 
halter came to get to Mr. John’s stable, then. Lud Moseley’s stall door 
was not locked, and it wasn’t broken down. It looks now like I forgot 
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to shut it tight when I put Betsy in, because she got out someway and 
came home of her own accord sometime that night. 

Lud Moseley says he’s going to send me away for twenty years 
where I won’t have a chance to worry him over his youngest daughter, 
Naomi. He wants her to marry a widowed farmer over beyond 
Bishop’s crossroads who runs twenty plows and who’s got a big white 
house with fifteen rooms in it. Mr. John Turner says he’ll hire the best 
lawyer in town to take up my case, but it don’t look like it will do 
much good, because my footprints are all over Lud Moseley’s barn- 
yard, and his Lightfoot was in Mr. John’s stable. 

I reckon I could worm out of it someway, if I made up my mind 
to do it. But I don’t like to do things like that. It would put Naomi 
in a bad way, because if I said I was there seeing her, and had put 
Betsy in the stall to keep her quiet, and took Lightfoot out by mistake 
in the dark when I got ready to leave — well, it would just look bad, 
that’s all. She would have to say she was in the habit of slipping out 
of the house to see me after everybody had gone to sleep, on Thursday 
nights, and it would just look bad all around. She might take it into 
her head some day that she’d rather marry somebody else than me, 
and by that time she’d have a bad name for having been mixed up 
with me — and slipping out of the house to meet me after bedtime. 

Naomi knows I’m no horse thief. She knows how it all happened — 
that I rode Lud Moseley’s calico horse, Lightfoot, off by mistake in 
the dark, and left the stall door unfastened, and Betsy got out and 
came home of her own accord. 

Lud Moseley has been telling people all around the courthouse as 
how he is going to send me away for twenty years so he can get 
Naomi married to that widowed farmer who runs twenty plows. Lud 
Moseley is right proud of it, it looks like to me, because he’s got me 
cornered in a trap, and maybe he will get me sent away sure enough 
before Naomi gets a chance to tell what she knows is true. 

But, somehow, I don’t know if she’ll say it if she does get the chance. 
Everybody knows I’m nothing but a hired man at Mr. John Turner’s, 
and I’ve been thinking that maybe Naomi might not come right out 
and tell what she knows, after all. 

I’d come right out and explain to the sheriff how the mix-up hap- 
pened, but I sort of hate to mention Naomi’s name in the mess. If it 



HORSE THIEF 49 

had been a Sunday night, instead of night before last, a Thursday, I 
could — well, it would just sound too bad, that’s all. 

If Naomi comes to town and tells what she knows, I won’t say a 
word to stop her, because that’ll mean she’s willing to say it and marry 
me. 

But if she stays at home, and lets Lud Moseley and that widowed 
farmer send me away for twenty years, I’ll just have to go, that’s all. 

I always told Naomi I’d do anything in the world for her, and I 
reckon this will be the time when I’ve got to prove whether I’m a 
man of my word, or not. 




THE NEGRO IN THE WELL 
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THE NEGRO IN THE WELL 


JlJLE ROBINSON was lying in bed snoring when his foxhounds 
struck a live trail a mile away and their baying woke him up with a 
start. He jumped to the floor, jerked on his shoes, and ran out into 
the front yard. It was about an hour before dawn. 

Holding his hat to the side of his head like a swollen hand, he lis- 
tened to the trailing on the ridge above the house. With his hat to 
deflect the sound into his ear, he could hear the dogs treading in the 
dry underbrush as plainly as his own breathing. It had taken him only 
a few seconds to determine that the hounds were not cold-trailing, and 
he put his hat back on his head and stooped over to lace his shoes. 

“Papa,” a frightened voice said, “please don’t go off again now — wait 
till daybreak, anyway.” 

Jule turned around and saw the dim outline of his two girls. They 
were huddled together in the window of their bedroom. Jessie and 
Clara were old enough to take care of themselves, he thought, but that 
did not stop them from getting in his way when he wanted to go fox- 
hunting. 

“Go on back to bed and sleep, Jessie — you and Clara,” he said 
gruffly. “Those hounds are just up on the ridge. They can’t take me 
much out of hollering distance before sunup.” 

“We’re scared, Papa,” Clara said. 

“Scared of what?” Jule asked impatiently. “There ain’t a thing for 
two big girls like you and Jessie to be scared of. What’s there to be 
scared of in this big country, anyway?” 

The hounds stopped trailing for a moment, and Jule straightened 
up to listen in the silence. All at once they began again, and he bent 
down to finish tying his shoes. 

Off in the distance he could hear several other packs of trailing 
hounds, and by looking closely at the horizon he could see the twinkle 
of campfires where bands of fox-hunters had stopped to warm their 
hands and feet. 
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“Are you going, anyway, Papa?” Clara asked. 

“I’m going, anyway,” he answered. 

The two girls ran back to bed and pulled the covers over their heads. 
There was no way to argue with Jule- Robinson when he had set his 
head on following his foxhounds. 

The craze must have started anew sometime during the holidays, 
because by the end of the first week in January it looked and sounded 
as if everybody in Georgia were trading foxhounds by day and bel- 
lowing “Whoo-way-oh!” by night. From the time the sun went down 
until the next morning when it came up, the woods, fields, pastures, 
and swamps were crawling with beggar-liced men and yelping hound- 
dogs. Nobody would have thought of riding horseback after the 
hounds in a country where there was a barbwire fence every few 
hundred yards. 

Automobiles roared and rattled over the rough country roads all 
night long. The fox-hunters had to travel fast in order to keep up 
with the pack. 

It was not safe for any living thing with four legs to be out after 
sundown, because the hounds had the hunting fever too, and packs 
of those rangy half-starved dogs were running down and devouring 
calves, hogs, and even yellow-furred bobcats. It had got so during the 
past two weeks that the chickens knew enough to take to their roosts 
ah hour ahead of time, because those packs of gaunt hunt-hungry 
hounds could not wait for sunset any more. 

Jule finished lacing his shoes and went around the house. The path 
to the ridge began in the back yard and weaved up the hillside like 
a cowpath through a thicket. Jule passed the well and stopped to feel 
in his pockets to see if he had enough smoking tobacco to last him 
until he got back. 

While he was standing there he heard behind him a sound like 
water gurgling through the neck of a demijohn. Jule listened again. 
The sound ^jjtrne even more plainly while he listened. There was no 
creek anywhere within hearing distance, and the nearest water was in 
the well. He went to the edge and listened again. The well did not 
have a stand or a windlass; it was merely a twenty-foot hole in the 
ground with boards laid over the top to keep pigs and chickens from 
falling Into it. 



THE NEGRO IN THE WELL 


55 


“O Lord, help me now I” a voice said. 

Jule got down on his hands and knees and looked at the well-cover 
in the darkness. He felt of the boards with his hands. Three of them 
had been moved, and there was a black oblong hole that was large 
enough to drop a calf through. 

“Who’s that?” Jule said, stretching out his neck and cocking his ear. 

“O Lord, help me now,” the voice said again, weaker than before. 

The gurgling sound began again, and Jule knew then that it was 
the water in the well. 

“Who’s down there muddying up my well?” Jule said. 

There was no sound then. Even the gurgling stopped. 

Jule felt on the ground for a pebble and dropped it into the well. 
He counted until he could hear the \erplun\ when it struck the water 

“Doggone your hide, whoever you are down there!” Jule said. 
“Who’s down there?” 

Nobody answered. 

Jule felt in the dark for the water bucket, but he could not find it. 
Instead, his fingers found a larger pebble, a stone almost as big around 
as his fist, and he dropped it into the well. 

The big rock struck something else before it finally went into the 
water. 

“O Lord, I’m going down and can’t help myself/’ the voice down 
there said. “O Lord, a big hand is trying to shove :■ ^ under.” 

The hounds trailing on the ridge swung around to the east and 
started back again. The fox they were after was trying to back-trail 
them, but Jule’s hounds were hard to fool. They had got to be almost 
as smart as a fox. 

Jule straightened up and listened to the running. 

“Whoo-way-ohl” he called after the dogs. 

That sent them on yelping even louder than before. 

“Is that you up there, Mr. Jule?” the voice asked. 

Jule bent over the well again, kecpirg one ear on the dogs on the 
ridge. He did not want to lose track of them when they were on a 
live trail like that. 

“This is me,” Jule said. “Who’s that?” 

“This is only Bokus Bradley, Mr. Jule,” the voice said. 

K 
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"What you doing down in my well, muddying it up like that, 
Bokus?” 

“It was something like this, Mr. Jule,” Bokus said. “I was coming 
down the ridge a while ago, trying to* keep up with my hounds, and 
I stumbled over your well-cover. I reckon I must have missed tfte path, 
somehow or other. Your well-cover wouldn’t hold me up, or some- 
thing, and the first thing I knew, here I was. I’ve been hefe ever since 
I fell in. I reckon I’ve been down here most of the night. I hope you 
ain’t mad at me, Mr. Jule. I just naturally couldn’t help it at all.’* 

“You’ve muddied up my well-water,” Jule said. “I ain’t so doggone 
pleased about that.” 

“I reckon I have, some,” Bokus said, “but I just naturally couldn’t 
help it none at all.” 

“Where’d your dogs go to, Bokus?” Jule asked. 

“I don’t know, Mr. Jule. I haven’t heard a sound out of them since 
I fell in here. They was headed for the creek when I was coming 
down the ridge behind them. Can you hear them anywhere now, Mr. 
Jule?” 

Several packs of hounds could be heard. Jule’s on the ridge was trail- 
ing east, and a pack was trailing down the creek toward town. Over 
toward the hills several more packs were running, but they were so 
far away it was* not easy to tell to whom they belonged. 

“Sounds to me like I hear your dogs down the creek, headed for the 
swamp,” Jule said. 

“Whoo-way-oh!” Bokus called. 

The sound from the well struck Jule like a blast out of a mega- 
phone. 

“Your dogs can’t hear you from ’way down there, Bokus,” he said. 

“I know they can’t, Mr. Jule, and that’s why I sure enough want 
to get out of here. My poor dogs don’t know which way I want them 
to trail when they can’t hear me talk to them. Whoo-way-oh I” Bokus 
shouted. “C^Lord, help me now I” 

Jule’s dog i sounded as if they were closing in on a fox, and Jule 
jumped to his feet * 

*• “Whoo-yvay-oh!” he shouted, cupping his hands around his mouth. 

grou'ihoo-way-oh! ” 

fallings you still up there, Mr. Jule?” Bokus asked. “Please, Mr. Jule, 
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don’t go away and leave me down here in this cold well. I’ll do any- 
thing for you if you’ll just only get me out of here. I’ve been standing 
neck-deep in this cold water near about all night long.” 

Jule threw some of the boards over the well. 

“What you doing up there, Mr. Jule?” 

Jule took off his hat and held the brim like a fan to the side of his 
head. He could hear the panting of the dogs while they ran. 

“How many foxhounds have you got, Bokus?” Jule asked. 

“I got me eight,” Bokus said. “They’re mighty fine fox-trailers, too, 
Mr. Jule. But I’d like to get me out of this here well before doing 
much more talking with you.” 

“You could get along somehow with less than that, couldn’t you, 
Bokus?” 

“If I h;id to, I’d have to,” Bokus said, “but I sure enough would 
hate to have fewer than my eight dogs, though. Eight is just naturally 
the right-sized pack for me, Mr. Jule.” 

“How are you figuring on getting out of there?” Jule said. 

“I just naturally figured on you helping me out, Mr. Jule,” he said. 
“Leastaways, that’s about the only way I know of getting out of this 
here well. I tried climbing, but the dirt just naturally crumbles away 
every time I dig my toes into the sides.” 

“You’ve got that well so muddied up it won’t be fir to drink out of 
for a week or more,” Jule said. V 

“I’ll do what I can to clean it out for you, Mr. Jule, if I ever get up 
on top of the solid ground again. Can you hear these hounds of mine 
trailing now, Mr. Jule?” 

“They’re still down the creek. I reckon I could lower the water 
bucket, and I could pull a little, and you could climb a little, and 
maybe you’d get out that way.” 

“That just naturally would suit me fine, Mr. Jule,” Bokus said 
eagerly. “Here I is. When is you going to lower that water bucket?” 

Jule stood up and listened to his dogs trailing on the 1 ridge. From 
the way they sounded, it would not be tong before they treed the fox 
they were after. 

“It’s only about an hour till daybreak,” Jule said. “I’d better go on 
up the ridge and see how my hounds are making out. I can’t dp much 
here at the well tiU the sun comes up.” 
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“Don’t go away and leave me now, Mr. Jule,” Bokus begged. “Mr. 
Jule, please, sir, just lower that water bucket down here and help me 
get out. I just naturally got to get out of here, Mr. Jule. My dogs will 
get all balled up without me followirig them. Whoo-way-oh! # Whoo- 
way-ohl” 

The pack of fox-trailing hounds was coming up from the creek, 
headed toward the house. Jule took off his hat and held it beside his 
ear. He listened to them panting and yelping. 

“If I had two more hounds, I’d be mighty pleased,” Jule said, shout- 
ing loud enough for Bokus to hear. “Just two is all I need right now.” 

“You wouldn’t be wanting two of mine, would you, Mr. Jule?” 
Bokus asked. 

“It’s a good time to make a trade,” Jule said. “It’s a mighty good 
time, being as how you are down in the well and want to get out.” 

“Two, did you say?” 

“Two is what I said.” 

There was silence in the well for a long time. For nearly five min- 
utes Jule listened to the packs of dogs all around him, some on the 
ridge, some down the creek, and some in the far-off hills. The barking 
of the hounds was a sweeter sound to him than anything else in the 
world. He would Jose a night’s sleep any time just to stay up and hear 
a pack of foxhounds live-trailing. 

“Whoo-way-oh!” he called. 

“Mr. Jule!” Bokus shouted up from the bottom of the well. 

Jule went to the edge and leaned over to hear what the Negro had 
to say. 

“How about that there trade now, Bokus?” 

“Mr. Jule, I just naturally couldn’t swap off two of my hounds, I 
just sure enough couldn’t.” 

“Why not?” Jule said. 

“Because I’d have only just six dogs left, Mr. Jule, and I couldn’t 
do much fox-hunting with just that many.” 

Jule straightened up and kicked the boards over the top of the well. 

“You won’t be following even so few as one hound for a while,” 
he said, “because I’m going to leave you down in the bottom where 
you stand now. It’s another hour, almost, till daybreak, and I can’t be 
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wasting that time staying here talking to you. Maybe when I get back 
you’ll be in a mind to do some trading, Bokus.” 

Jule kicked the boards on top of the well. 

“O Lord, help me now!” liokus said. “Rut, O Lord, don’t make me 
swap oil no two hounds lor the help I’m asking for.” 

Jule stumbled over the water bucket when he turned and started 
across the yard toward the path up the ridge. Up there he could hear 
his dogs running again, and when he took off his hat and held it to 
the side of his head he could hear Polly pant, and Senator snort, and 
Mary Jane whine, and Sunshine yelp, and the rest of them barking at 
the head of the trail. He put on his hat, pulled it down hard all 
around, and hurried up the path to follow them on the ridge. The 
fox would not be able to hold out much longer. 

“Whoo-way-oh!” he called to his hounds. “Whoo-way-oh!” 

The echo was a masterful sound to hear. 
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“T 

X’M afraid,” Arlene whispered, closing her eyes tightly. “I am so 
afraid, honey.” 

In the next room, Miss McAllister lifted the heavy lid and rattled 
half a hod of dusty coke into the firebox. The cook-stove was already 
red-hot on top, and the heat from it sang in the stifling air. 

Before replacing the lid on the stove, Miss McAllister walked over 
to the table by the window and picked up a piece of gauze that had 
been lying there on the white oilcloth ever since she had finished 
sterilizing the blue-and-white enameled pan. She carried the cloth to 
the stove and dropped it into the flame. There was a sizzling sound, 
a leaping tongue of purple fire, a puff of blackish smoke, and the 
gauze had been incinerated. 

Miss McAllister shook down the ashes for the third time. 

“I’m so afraid,” Arlene said again, her lips trembling more than 
ever. “Honey, don’t — don’t let anything happen to nH” 

“It will be all right,” I said, looking away from the . yes that burned 
through me. “Nothing could ever happen to you, Arlene. He promised 
nothing would. Everything will have to be all right.” 

Her fingers stiffened. 

“I told Mamma we were going for a ride into the country this after- 
noon. I told her we would not be back in time for dinner tonight. 
I told Mamma not to worry, because I would be with you.” 

The heat from the next room was swimming before my eyes. All 
the doors and windows had been closed tightly, and there was not a 
breath of fresh air anywhere. Overhead, beads of pitch dropped from 
the pine ceiling and fell on the bare floor at our feet. 

“What did she say?” I asked Arlene. “Did she say anything?” 

“She said that would be all right. She said she knew you would 
bring me home safely.” 

“What did you say?” 
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“What did I say then? Why, I’ve forgotten now. Though I suppose 
I told her we would be back early. Why?” 

Miss McAllister came into the room and looked at us. She stood 
close to the other door, turning around to look at us. She was wearing 
a stiffly starched white skirt with broad straps over the shoulders, and 
white cotton stockings and white canvas shoes with flat heels. The 
blouse she was wearing was pink georgette, and it was so thin that 
I could see the brown mole on her skin just above her waist. 

“Where is he now?” I asked her. 

“He’ll be here any minute now,” Miss McAllister said, looking at 
Arlene. “He phoned that he was on his way.” 

Arlene’s fingers squeezed mine. 

“You don’t suppose he will be delayed, do you?” I asked. “Do you 
think there’ll be anything to make him late? Will he get here in 
time?” 

“Of course he will come,” Miss McAllister said, smoothing the pink 
georgette over her breasts and laughing deeply within her chest when 
she looked at Arlene. 

A bead of glistening brown pitch fell from the ceiling to the toe of 
Miss McAllister’s right shoe, missing the tip of her nose by a hair’s 
breadth and dropping between the hollow of her breasts. Somebody 
was coming up the* squeaky stairs. 

Arlene was about to whisper something to me when the door 
opened and Doctor Anderson came in. He paused a moment to look 
at us. He smiled at Arlene, waved his hand at me, and then turned 
to Miss McAllister. She closed the door, bolted it with the thumb-lock, 
and took Doctor Anderson’s hat and hung it on the tree behind her. 
They walked into the next room, side by side, talking to each other. 

Doctor Anderson wet his finger on his tongue and tapped the top 
of the stove with it. We could hear the sizzle in the room where we 
were. 

“I like your Itgulation blouse,” Doctor Anderson said. “At the next 
meeting of the board, I’m going to propose that we adopt your style 
of uniform for all the nurses at the hospital.” 

Miss McAllister unbuttoned his vest and helped him with his long 
white coat. 

*‘I forgot to bring the other* one with me today,” she said. “I was 
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in such a rush all morning that I didn’t have time to look for a regu- 
lation blouse.” 

“How did you feel this morning? All right?” 

“I had a little wdbble in my walk for an hour or so. When I first 
got up, I felt like I was walking on stilts.” 

“My wife asked me what kind of a case I had last night. I told her 
it was an emergency call.” 

There was a quick step, a moment’s silence, and an almost inaudible 
sucking of lips. 

Doctor Anderson stepped into the doorway. 

“All right, Miss — ” he said. “We’re ready now.” 

Arlene turned her face from him and buried her head against me. 

“I’m afraid, honey,” she whispered. “I’m so afraid.” 

I could not release her, and after a while Doctor Anderson came 
over and pulled us apart. He said something to Miss McAllister that 
1 did not hear. 

“Kiss me just once more, honey, and I’ll not be afraid to go,” 
Arlene said, holding her lips up to mine. “I’ll not be afraid to go.” 

Doctor Anderson stepped back a moment. He waited for several 
minutes, fingering his stethoscope. 

“All right, Miss — ” he said. “We’re ready now.” 

“I’m not afraid any longer,” Arlene said, standing. 

Doctor Anderson took her by the arm and l6o| K r into the next 
room. I saw them enter the kitchen and I could heat Miss McAllister 
shaking down the ashes in the red-hot cook-stove for the fourth time. 
It was so hot by then that the air in both rooms smelled scorched. 

After a few minutes, Doctor Anderson came to the door. His sleeves 
were rolled above his elbows and his face and hands were so inflamed 
by the heat in the kitchen that the skin looked as though it had been 
smeared with blood. 

He beckoned to me. 

“You may come in for just a moment, Mr. ” he said. “But 

please do not touch anything on the table with your hands or body.” 

He stepped back and I walked unsteadily into the room with them. 
Miss McAllister had opened a can of ether, and the odor had already 
permeated the air. It made me a little sick to smell it, even though 
the odor was stilhfaint. 
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‘Tm not afraid at all now,” Arlene said, smiling up at me from 
the white oilcloth on the table top. “Kiss me just once more, and I’ll 
be all right, honey.” 

Miss McAllister stepped over to the table and drew the sheet over 
Arlene, folding back the hem at her throat. When she turned to go, 
she looked at the three of us through tight lips. 

Doctor Anderson stepped over to the table and drew the sheet from 
Arlene, jerking it off in a single motion, and throwing it on a chair 
beside the cook-stove. He came back and stood on the other side of 
the table looking down at Arlene. 

I kissed her until Doctor Anderson laid his hand on my back and 
pulled me away from her. Her face was bloodless. 

“That will be too much excitement for the patient, Mr. ” lie 

said, pushing me away. 

Miss McAllister was standing impatiently beside me with the ether 
cone in her hands. She caught Doctor Anderson’s eyes and nodded 
her head in the direction of the door. He turned me around and 
pushed me towards the other room. 

When I looked back at Arlene and saw her for the last time, she 
raised her head just a little and said something. I stopped and waited 
until she could repeat what I had not heard. 

“Please call up \lamma,” she said, smiling, “and tell her I’ll not 
be home tonight.” 

“I will, Arlene,” I promised, starting back into the room where she 
lay. “I’ll do anything in the world for you, Arlene.” 

Miss McAllister tapped her foot impatiently while she waited for 
Doctor Anderson to send me out. 

“That’s sweet of you to say that, honey — and don’t forget to call 
up Mamma and tell her I’ll not be home tonight. And — honey, if — 
if I never see you again— you will always love me, won’t you — you’ll 
always remember me, won’t you?” 

Before I coftid run to her. Doctor Anderson had grabbed me by 
the arms and had pushed me into the next room. Miss McAllister ran 
and shut the door between us, bolting it with the thumb-lock. Already 
the sickening odor of ether had entered that room, and I ran to the 
other door and down the stairs for fresh air. 

On the front porch the old man was still sitting there smoking his 
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pipe. The tobacco had burned out, but he puffed on the stem just as 
though it were lit. He glanced up when I ran out on the porch, and 
looked at me over the rim of his spectacles. 

“I can’t remember that I’ve ever seen your face before, son,” he said, 
squinting at me. “When did you move in?’’ 

My head was swimming and I could not understand anything he 
was saying. I leaned against the rooms-for-rent sign on the wall, clos- 
ing my eyes as I felt myself slide slowly downward to the porch floor. 
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A writer’s reputation would not be 'worth comment if 
word got around that every piece he turned out was 
up to a certain standard, because some slick coiner of 
phrases would be certain to immortalize the thought 
by saying that so-and-so’s latest story was as well-made 
and highly polished as his previous one . When that 
kind of talk began going around, naturally the pro- 
spective reader would say to himself that o-and-so’s 
stuff must be coming out of a machine these days. And 
so, with no compunction whatever, he would bestow 
his patronage upon some other ivriter — a writer who 
had not been blighted by all this talk of standardiza- 
tion and the machine-made. 
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Never mind what put Claude Barker up to getting married. 
Nearly everybody doe* something like that sometime or other. Thcyll 
be going along minding their own business for months at a time, and 
then all at once they come across a girl that sort of— -well, never mind 
about that, either. 

If it had been anybody else than Claude, nobody would have 
thought much about it. He was one of the bunch that had been 
hanging ‘round town, mostly at the poolroom, doing nothing most 
of the time, for five or six years, maybe ten or twelve. Claude said he 
was waiting for a job at the filling station, but everybody else who 
wasn’t working said that, too. 

Jack and Crip were sitting in the sun in front of the filling station 
when Claude went by the first time. That was about ten o’clock that 
morning, and Claude was on his way to the courthouse to get a 
license. 


“What’s Claude up to?” Crip said. 

The car Claude had borrowed eariy that \ ng from Jack 
sounded as if it would never make the trip to the courthouse and back. 

“Search me,” Jack said. “Maybe he thinks he k;.ows where he can 
find a job.” 

“Yeah,” Crip said, spitting. “But whoever would have thought of 
borrowing a car to run away from it? If a job ever hears of Claude, 
it’ll wish it hadn’t by the time it catches up with him. He’d turn 
around and fan its tail all the way from here to Atlanta and back 
again. His old man . . .” 

Claude’s old man, sitting on the ^nch in front of the post office, 
said he thought he knew why Claude had suddenly taken it into his 
head to get married. Everybody was waiting for the cotton-gin whisde 
to blow so he could go home to dinner. Claude had been to the court- 
house and back, and somebody had seen him drive out to the^preach- 
er’s house on the^dge of' town half an hour before. 
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Claude’s old man said he reckoned he knew why Claude was get- 
ting married. “By God, it wouldn’t pain a man much to make a guess 
like that,” somebody said. “No, but it would be a hell o£ a come-off 
if there were no more girls like Willeen Howard left in the country.” 
“That ain’t no lie,” somebody else said. “When that time comes, I’ll 
be ready to turn the country over to the niggers and boll weevils and 
screw-worms and sell out from here.” 

The ginnery whistle down the railroad tracks blew for the twelve- 
thirty lay-off. Claude’s old man stood up to go home to see what his 
wife had cooked up for dinner. 

“I’ll tell you people what put the marrying bug on Claude. The boy 
is young yet, and he wasn’t used to fooling around with white girls. 
He’s been of the habit . . 

The crowd broke up like a rotten egg hitting the side of a barn. 

“Claude’s been in the habit . . .” 

Old man Barker didn’t have time to finish. He had to hurry home 
and eat his meal before his wife let the victuals get cold. 

Downtown at the noon hour was quiet except for a handful of 
Negroes from the country who were sitting on the shaded railroad- 
station platform eating rat-trap cheese and soda crackers. Occasionally 
an automobile would plow through town on its way to Atlanta or 
Savannah, leaving the air tasting like ant poison for half an hour 
afterward. 

Claude and Willeen came rattling down the street, across the square, 
lack's old car hitting the railroad irons with a sound like a brick 
running through a cotton gin. Claude drove up to the filling station 
and stopped. Crip woke up and ran out to see who it was. Claude 
had lifted the seat and was unscrewing the gas-tank cap. 

“Boy, you need lots of gas today,” Crip said, putting the nozzle 
into the tank and looking at Willeen at the same time. 

“Give me t|vo gallons,” Claude said. 

“What you two going to do now?” Crip asked, turning the pump 
crank. 

“That aint no lie,” Claude said, winking at Willeen. 

Crip hung up the hose while Claude was counting out the change 
for the gasoline. He took a quick look into the back seat to see if 
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Claude and Willeen had any baggage for a trip. There was not a 
thing. He looked again to be sure. 

Crip did not have time to do any more looking around, because 
he had to have one more look at Willeen before Claude drove off 
with her. It was too late then to ask her why she had not told him 
something about it. If he had known about it in time, he could have 
asked her himself. It would not have been any trouble for him to get 
married. He could have done it just as easily as Claude did. But, God 
Almighty, what a funny feeling Willeen gave you when you looked 
at her real hard. It made you feel as if you were eating a clingstone 
peach and had got down almost to the last of it, and the more you 
sucked it, and bit the stone, the better the peach tasted, and you 
began to feel sort of hoggish but didn’t give a damn how you acted 
when you wouldn’t gef enough of it. 

Willeen got back into the front seat and sat down. Claude grabbed 
up the water bucket and began filling the radiator. 

It would have been easy enough to have married her, if you had 
only thought about it before Claude did. You’d make a monkey of 
yourself, all over the place, any day of the week, for some of that. 
By that time your eyes felt dry and stuck in your head when you had 
blinked them for so long, and when you shut them for a moment to 
get them moistened, you were ready to start all over again. After that 
you couldn’t help seeing all the pretty things she ha and you forgot 
all about tending the filling station and got to thinking that maybe 
I could fix it up someway or other. It wasn’t so lot g ago that Willeen 
told you you could throw her down if you wanted to. You were a 
damn fool not to do it when she gave you the chance. But that wasn’t 
now by a long shot. 

They drove off down the street leaving Crip standing there looking 
like a cow mired in quicksand. 

Claude drove around the square seven or eight times, warming up 
the engine, and finally stopped in front of the poolroom. It made him 
itch all over when he thought of having a cue-stick in his hands. 
There was no reason why he should not take time to shoot a couple 
of games. He might be able to win half a dollar, and then he could 
buy another couple gallons of gas. They could ride twice as far if they 
had two more. / 
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It was time for the one-thirty ginnery whistle to blow, and people 
were already on their way back from dinner. A game was just start- 
ing when Claude went inside, and he grabbed a cue-stick from the 
rack and got in. They played five rounds of three-handed straight, 
and Claude came out even, after all. 

Somebody in the street was blowing an automobile horn. Upton 
Daniels came in, and Claude started a two-handed game of rotation 
with him. Claude broke, and made the seven- and fifteen-ball. 

“Boy, what a shot!” he said. “I wouldn’t take dollars for this stick 
of mine. There’s never been one like it before.” 

Upton made a face by pushing out his mouth. 

“You ought to have seen me ring them in last night,” said Claude. 
“Seven and eleven were pay-balls, and I rang them in nine games in 
a row. It takes a good man to do that.” 

“Pig’s butt,” Upton said. 

Upton shot and missed an easy one. He banged his cue-stick on the 
floor and made another face with his mouth. 

Claude ran in three balls, missed the fourth, but Upton was left 
sewn up behind the fourteen. Upton jerked up his cue and scattered 
the balls with the heavy end. 

“That gives a man away every time,” Claude said, chalking his 
cue-tip* “The first -thing 1 learned about shooting pool was to keep 
my head. That’s why I’m the best shot in town. If you was as good 
as I am, you could make yourself a little money now and then off 
the drummers who come to town. I know you’ve made runs of thirty- 
seven and thirty-eight every once in a while, but that was just luck.” 

“Pig’s butt,” Upton said. 

The horn out in the street started blowing again. When they fin- 
ished the game, Claude went out to the front of the poolroom and 
looked into the street to see who was making so much racket. He 
had missed a couple of easy shots just on that account. 

When he sayr Willeen sitting in the car, he shoved his cue-stick 
at Upton and rdn outside. Willeen looked angry. 

“God Almighty,” Claude said under his breath, getting into the 
ear and driving off. 

It was about five o’clock in the afternoon then, and there were only 
two .gallons of gasoline in th^ tank. Ten miles out of town, Claude 
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turned around and came back. When they reached his house, it was 
time for supper. 

“I’ll go inside and fix things up first,” he told Willeen. “It won’t 
take long.” 

He got out and started up the steps. Willcen called him back, and 
he went to the car. 

“I’d like to go home first and get a few things, Claude,” she said. 
“You wouldn’t mind, would you?” 

“Sure, that’s all right,” he said, starting the car. “By the time you’re 
ready, I’ll have got things fixed up here. I’ll be by for you about ten 
o’clock.” 

“You don’t have to wait that long, Claude,” Willeen said. “I’ll be 
ready in just a few minutes.” 

“I’ve got to see a fellow downtown,” Claude said. “It might take 
me a coupie of hours to find him. We’d better make it ten o’clock, 
like I said. I’ve got to take this car back where I got it from, for 
another thing.” 

On his way back after leaving Willeen at her father’s house, Claude 
stopped at the poolroom a minute. Somebody gave him a drink of 
corn, and after that he decided to shoot a few games of pool with 
Upton before going home to fix things up for Willeen. 

Claude’s old man was downtown early the next ap^ning. When he 
passed the filling station, Jack and Crip asked him W.iere Claude was. 

“He and Willeen are still asleep,” Claude’s old man said. “But I 
reckon you’ll be seeing Claude most anytime now. Is there anything 
in particular you boys want to see him about? Is that job ready for 
him?” 

“He’s still got my car,” Jack said. “He ought to bring it back. I 
only let him have it for a couple hours yesterday, and he kept it all 
day and all night.” 

“Don’t worry about your car, son,” old man Barker said, “It’s stand- 
ing up there in the front yard of the ho 4| se right this minute. Claudc’ll 
be coming downtown with it before very long.” 

He went across the square and sat down in the shade in front of 
the post * office. Ther^ were three or four men over there who had 
been talking' about the news in the morning paper. 
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After he had sat down, somebody asked him how Claude was get* 
ting along now that he was married to Willeen Howard. Old man 
Barker nodded his head. Somebody else spat into the dust. “This 
would sure-God be a puny country if -it got cleaned out of girls like 
that. If the time ever comes when they don’t invite a throw-down, 
then it’s time to let the niggers and boll weevils and screw-worms run 
wild.’’ Claude’s old man sort of chuckled to himself. The boy wasn’t 
up when he left home. “What did Claude have to say when he woke 
up this morning? I’ll bet it was the same thing I said when I was in 
his place once,” the fellow said, winking. 

About an hour later Claude drove Jack’s car down to the filling 
station. They were waiting for him. 

“How’s everything, Claude?” Jack said. 

“Couldn’t be better,” Claude told him. 

“It’s a funny feeling, though, I bet,” Jack said. 

Claude turned and looked at Crip a moment. Crip looked straight 
at him, but he had nothing to say to Claude. 

“Funny?” Claude said, laughing a little and going ro the gas pump 
and leaning against it. “Funny aint no name for it, Crip.” 

Crip looked at him between the eyes. 

“I still can’t seem to get over it somehow,” Claude said. “This 
morning I woke up and opened my eyes and I saw a bare arm lying 
over me. When I saw it, I was scared to death. I jumped out of bed 
in a hurry, thinking to myself, ‘What in hell am I doing sleeping in 
bed with a white girl?”’ 

Crip kicked at the tires on Jack’s old car to see how well they were 
holding up. He walked all the way around it a couple times. Nobody 
had said anything after Claude finished talking. 

After a while Claude walked off down the street towards the pool- 
room. Jack pushed the car behind the filling station where it would 
be out of the way. While he was back there, he took the cap off the 
gas tank to see^f Claude had left any gas in it. There was almost a 
whole gallon inside. Jack thought that was funny, because Claude 
had started off into the country as if he had figured on taking a trip 
somewhere. 
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Sooner or later, every writer feels the urge to write a 
story such as this one. 




RACHEL 


Every evening she came down through the darkness of the alley, 
emerging in the bright light of the street like the sudden appearance 
of a frightened child far from home. I knew that she had never 
reached the end of the alley before eight o’clock, and yet there were 
evenings when I ran there two hours early and waited beside the 
large green and red hydrant until she came. During all those months 
I had known her, she had been late only two or three times, and then 
it was only ten or fifteen minutes past eight when she came. 

Rachel had never told me where she lived, and she would never let 
me walk home with her. Where the alley began, at the hydrant, was 
the dour through which she came at eight, and the door which closed 
behind her at ten. When I had begged her to let me walk with her, 
she always pleaded with me, saying that her father did not allow 
her to be with boys and that if he should see us together he would 
either beat her unmercifully or make her leave home. For that reason 
I kept the promise I had given, and I never went any farther than 
the entrance to the alley with her. 

“I’ll always come down to see you in the evening, Frank,” she said; 
and added hastily, “as long as you wish me to come. But you must 
remember your promise never to try to find where I live, or to walk 
home with me.” 

I promised again and again. 

“Perhaps some day you can come to see me,” she whispered, touch- 
ing my arm, “but not now. You must never go beyond the hydrant 
until I tell you that you may.” 

Rachel had told me that almost every time I saW her; as if she 
wished to impress upon me the realisation of some sort of danger 
that lay in the darkness of the alley. I knew there was no physical 
danger, because around the corner was our house and l was as familiar 
with the neighborhood as anyone else. And besides, during ^he day 
I usually walked^hrough the alley to our back gate on my way home, 
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because it was a short cut when I was late for supper. But after dark 
the alley was Rachel’s, and I had never gone home that way at night 
for fear of what I might have seen or heard of her. I had promised 
her from the beginning that I would never follow her to find out 
where she lived, and that I would never attenlpt to discover lier real 
name. The promise I had made was kept until the end. 

I knew Rachel and her family were poor, because she had been 
wearing the same dress for nearly a year. It was a worn and fragile 
thing of faded blue cotton. I had never seen it soiled, and I knew she 
washed it every day. It had been mended time after time, carefully 
and neatly, and each evening when I saw her, I was worried because 
I knew that the weave of the cloth would not stand much more wear. 
I was constantly afraid that almost any day the dress would fall into 
shreds, and I dreaded for that time ever to come. I wished to offer 
to buy her a dress with the few dollars I had saved in my bank, but 
I was afraid to even suggest such a thing to her. I knew she would 
not have allowed me to give her the money, and I did not know 
what we would do when the dress became completely worn out. I 
was certain that it would mean the end of my seeing her. It was only 
the constant attention that she gave it and the care with which she 
laundered it each day that could have kept the dress whole as long 
as it had been. 

Once Rachel had w6rn a pair of black silk stockings. From the first 
she had come each night to the brightly lighted street in her white 
cotton stockings, and for a year she had worn no other kind. Then one 
evening she had on a pair of black silk ones. 

The next evening I expected to sec her wearing them again, but 
when she came out of the alley, she was wearing the stockings of 
white cotton. I did not ask her about it, because I had learned never 
to say anything that might hurt her feelings, but I was never able 
to understand why she wore black silk stockings just that one time. 
She may have borrowed them from her mother or sister, and there 
were dozens of other ways she could have got them, and yet none of 
the reasons I could think of ever seemed entirely conclusive. If I had 
asked her, perhaps she would have laughed, touched my arm as she 
did when we were together, and told me. But I was afraid to ask her. 
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There were so many ways of making her feel badly, and of hurting 
her. 

Each evening when she came out of the black alley I met her there, 
and together we walked down the brightly lighted street to the corner 
where there was a drug store. On the opposite corner there was a 
moving picture theater. To one or the other we went each evening. 
I should have liked to have taken her to both the show and to the drug 
store, but I was never able to earn enough money for both in the same 
evening. The twenty cents I received every day for delivering the 
afternoon paper on a house-to-house route was not enough to buy ice 
cream at the drug store and seats at the picture show, too. We had to 
take our choice between them. 

When we stood on the corner across from the drug store and across 
from the theater, we could never decide at first whether to see the 
show or to eat ice cream. The good times we had there on the corner 
were just as enjoyable, to me, as anything else we did. Rachel would 
always try to make me tell her which I would rather do before she 
would commit herself. And of course I wished to do that which 
would please her the most. 

“Im not going a step in either direction until you tell me which 
you would rather do,” I would say to her. “It doesn’t matter to me, 
because being with you is everything I want.” 

“I’ll tell you what let’s do, Frank,” she said, touch ;*g my arm, and 
pretending not to be serious; “you go to the drug store, and I’ll go 
to the movies.” 

That was Rachel’s way of telling me which she preferred, although 
I didn’t^ believe she ever suspected that I knew. But when she sug- 
gested that I go to the movies while she went to the drug store, I 
knew it to mean that she would much rather have a dish of ice cream 
that evening. The enjoyment of the show lasted for nearly two hours, 
while the ice cream could never be prolonged for more than half an 
hour, so all but two or three evenings ' week we went to the theatet 
across the street. 

There was where I always wished to go, because in the semi- 
darkness we sat close together and I held her hand. And if the^ house 
was not filled, we always found two seats near the rear, in one of the 
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two corners, and there I kissed her when wc were sure no one was 
looking at us. 

After the show was over, we went out into the bright street and 
walked slowly towards the green and red hydrant in the middle of 
the block. There at the entrance to the alley we stopped a while. If 
there were no other people in the street, I always put my arm around 
Rachel's waist while we walked slowly to the dark entrance. Neither 
of us spoke then, but I held her tighter to me, and she squeezed my 
fingers. When at last, after delaying as long as possible the time for 
her to go, we walked together a few steps into the darkness of the 
alley and stood in each otfier’s arms, Rachel kissed me for the first 
time during the evening, and I kissed her for as long a time as I had 
wished to in the 1 theater. Still not speaking, we drew apart, our fingers 
interwoven and warm. 

When she was about to disappear into the darkness of the alley, 1 
ran to her and caught her hands in mine. 

“I love you, Rachel,” I told her, squeezing her fingers tighter and 
tighter as she withdrew them. 

11 And I love you, too, Frank,” she said, turning and running into 
the alley out of sight for another day. 

After waiting a while and listening until she had gone beyond 
hearing distance, I turned and walked slowly up the street towards 
home. Our house was .only a block away: half a block to the corner, 
and another half-block from there. When 1 had reached my room, 

1 went to the window and stood there looking out into the night and 
listening for some sound of her. My window faced the alley behind 
the house, and the street lights cast a dim glow over the house-tops, 
but 1 could never see down into the darkness of the alley. After wait- 
ing at the window for an hour or more I undressed and went to bed. 
Many times I thought I heard the sound of her voice somewhere in 
the darkness, but after I had sprung from bed and had listened 
intently at tile window for a long time I knew it was some other 
sound I had heard. 

Near the end of summer I received five dollars as a birthday present 
from an auitt, As soon as I got ir, I began making plans for Rachel 
and me. I wanted to surprise her that evening with the money, and 
then to take her downtown* on a street car. First we would go to a 
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restaurant, and afterward to one of the large theaters. We had never 
been downtown together, and it was the first time I had ever had 
more than fifty cents at one time. That afternoon as soon as I could 
deliver all the papers on my route, I ran home and began thinking 
about the plans I had made for the evening. 

Just before dark I went downstairs from my room to wait on the 
front porch for the time to come when I could meet Rachel. I sat 
on the porch steps, not even remembering to tell my mother that 
I was going downtown. She had never allowed me to go that far 
away from the house without my first telling her where I was going, 
with whom, and at what time I would come back. 

I had been sitting on the porch steps for nearly an hour when my 
older sister came to the door and called me. 

“We have a job for you, Frank,” Nancy said. “Mother wants you 
to come to the kitchen before you leave the house. Now, don’t forget 
and go away.” 

I told her I would come right away. I was thinking then how much 
the surprise would mean to Rachel, and I did forget about the job 
waiting for me in the kitchen for nearly half an hour. It was then 
almost time for me to meet Rachel at the hydrant, and I jumped up 
and ran to the kitchen to finish the task as quickly as I could. 

When I reached the kitchen, Nancy handed me a small round box 
and told me to open it and sprinkle the powder in *ae garbage can. 

I had heard my mother talking about the way rats were getting into 
the garbage, so I went down to the back gate with the box without 
stopping to talk about it. As soon as I had sprinkled the powder on 
the refuse, I ran back into the house, found my cap, and ran down 
the street.. I was angry with my sister for causing me to be late in 
meeting Rachel, even though the fault was my own for not having 
done the task sooner. I was certain, though, that Rachel would wait 
for me, even if I was a few minutes late in getting to the hydrant. 

I could not believe that she would & me to the hydrant and leave 
immediately. 

I had gone a dozen yards or more when I heard my mother calling 
me. I stopped unsteadily in my tracks. 

“I’m going to the movies,” I told her. “I’ll be back soon.” 
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“All right, Frank,” she said. “I was afraid you were going down- 
town or somewhere like that. Come home as soon as you can.” 

I ran a few steps and stopped. I was so afraid that she would make 
me stay at home if I told her that I was going downtown that I did 
not know what to do. I had never told her a lie, and I could not make 
myself start then. I looked back, and she was standing on the steps 
looking at me. 

“Mother, I am going downtown,” I pleaded, “but I’ll be back early.” 

Before she could call me again, I ran with all my might down the 
street, around the corner, and raced to the hydrant at the alley. Rachel 
was not within sight until I had reached it and had stood for a 
moment panting and blowing with excitement and exertion. 

She was there though, waiting for ine beside the fence, and she 
said she had just got there the second before. After we had started 
towards the corner where the drug store was, I took the money from 
my watch pocket and showed it to her. She was even more excited 
than I had been when I first saw it. After she had looked at it a 
while, and had felt it in the palm of her hand, I told her what I had 
planned for us to do that evening. 

We heard a street car coming, and we ran to the corner just in time 
to get aboard. The ride downtown was too fast, even though it took 
us nearly half an hour to get there. We got off near the theaters. 

First I had planned for us to go to a small restaurant, and later to 
a show. Just as we were passing a drug store Rachel touched my arm. 

“Please, Frank,” she said, “I’m awfully thirsty. Won’t you take me 
into that drug store and get me a glass of water?” 

“If you must have a drink right away, I will,” I said, “but can’t you 
wait a minute more? There’s a restaurant a few doors below here, 
and we can get a glass of water there while we’re waiting for our 
supper to be served. If we lose much time we won’t have the chance 
to see a complete show.” 

“I’m afraid I can’t wait, Frank,” she said, clutching my arm. 
“Please — please get me a glass of water. Quick!” 

We went into the drug store and stood in front of the soda foun- 
tain. I asked the clerk for a glass of water. Rachel waited close beside 
me, clutching my arm tighter and tighter. 

In front of us, against the wall, there was a large mirror. I could 
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see ourselves plainly, but there was something about our reflection, 
especially Rachel's, that I had never been aware of before. It’s true 
that we had never stood before a mirror until then, but I saw there 
something that had escaped me for a whole year. Rachel's beauty was 
revealed in a way that only a large mirror can show. The curve of her 
cheeks and lips was as beautiful as ever, and the symmetrical loveliness 
of her neck and arms was the same beauty I had worshiped hundreds 
of times before; but now for the first time I saw in the mirror before 
us a new and unrevealed charm. I strained my eyes once more against 
the surface of the mirror, and once again I saw there the new sinuous 
beauty of her body. 

“Quick, Frank!" Rachel cried, clutching me desperately. “Water — 
please!” 

I called to the clerk again, not looking, because I was afraid to take 
my eyes from the new beauty I saw in the mirror. I had never before 
seen such beauty in a girl. There was some mysterious reflection of 
light and shadow that had revealed the true loveliness of Rachel. The 
mirror had revealed in one short moment, like a flash of lightning 
in a dark room, the sinuous charm that had lain undiscovered and 
unseen during all the time I had known her. It was almost unbeliev- 
able that a woman, that Rachel, could possess such a new, and per- 
haps unique, beauty. My head reeled when the sedation enveloped 
me. 

She clutched my arm again, breaking as one would a mirror, the 
reflection of my thoughts. The clerk had filled the glass with water 
and was handing it to her, but before he could place it in her hands, 
she had reached for it and had jerked it away from him. He looked 
as surprised as I was. Rachel had never before acted like that. Every- 
thing she did had always been perfect. 

She grasped the glass as if she were squeezing it, and she swallowed 
the water in one gulp. Then she thrust the glass back towards the 
clerk, holding her throat with one Lund, and screamed for more 
water. Before he could refill the glass, she had screamed again, even 
louder than before. People passing the door paused, and ran inside 
to see what was taking place. Others in the store ran up to ys and 
stared at Rachel. 
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“What’s the matter, Rachel?” ft begged her, catching her wrists and 
shaking her. “Rachel, what’s the matter?” 

Rachel turned and looked at me. Her eyes were turned almost 
upside down, and her lips were swollen and dark. The expression on 
her (ace was horrible to see. 

A prescription clerk came running towards us. He looked quickly 
at Rachel, and ran back to the rear of the store. By that time she had 
fallen forward against the marble fountain, and I caught her and held 
her to keep her from falling to the floor. 

The prescription clerk again came running towards us, bringing 
a glass filled with a kind of milk-white fluid. He placed the glass to 
Rachel’s lips, and forced the liquid down her throat. 

“I’m afraid it's too late,” he said. “If we had known ten minutes 
sooner we could have saved her.” 

“Too late?” I asked him. “Too late for what? What’s the matter 
with her?” 

“She ? s poisoned. It looks like rat poison to me. It’s probably that, 
though it may be some other kind.” 

I could not believe anything that was being said, nor could I believe 
that what I saw was real. 

Rachel did not respond to the antidote. She lay still in my arms, 
and her face was becoming more contorted and darker each moment. 

“Quick! Back here!” the clerk said, shaking me. 

Together we lifted her and ran with her to the rear of the store. 
The clerk had reached for a stomach pump, and was inserting the 
tube in her throat. Just as he was about to get the pump started, a 
physician ran between us and quickly examined Rachel. He stood 
up a moment later, motioning the other man and myself aside. 

“It’s too late now,” he said. “We might have been able to save her 
half an hour ago, but there is no heart-action now, and breathing has 
stopped. She must have taken a whole box of poison — rat poison, I 
guess. It has%lready reached her heart and blood.” 

The clerk inserted the tube again and began working with the 
pump. The physician stood beside us all the time, giving instructions, 
but shaking J^s head. We forced stimulants down her throat and at- 
tempted to reVive her by means of artificial respiration. During all 
o$ that time the doetpr behind us was saying: “No, no. It’s of no 
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use. She’s too far gone now. She’ll never live again. She has enough 
rat poison in her system to kill ten men.” 

Some time later the ambulance came and took her away. I did not 
know where she was taken, and 1 did not try to find out. I sat in 
the little brown-paneled room surrounded by white-labeled bottles, 
looking at the prescription clerk who had tried so hard to save her. 
When at last I got up to go, the drug store was empty save for one 
clerk who looked at me disinterestedly. Outside in the street there 
was no one except a few taxi-drivers who never looked my way. 

In a daze I started home through the deserted streets. The way was 
lonely, and tears blinded my eyes and I could not see the streets I 
walked on. I could not see the lights and shadows of the streets, but 
I could see with a painful clarity the picture of Rachel, in a huge 
mirror, bending over our garbage can, while the reflection of her 
beauty burned in my brain and in my heart. 




A DATS WOOING 


It is possible that I was impelled to write this story be- 
cause I have never been able to recall a time when 1 
did not want a new straw hat. For some reason, 
though, 1 was never able to get one. Either an old one 
had to do, or else I went without. 




A DAY'S WOOING 


^J^fEN Tuffy Webb woke up that moaning, the first thing he saw 
was his new straw hat hanging on the back of the cane-bottomed chair 
beside the bed. The red, orange, and blue silk band around the hat 
looked as bright in the sunshine as the decorations in the store win- 
dows in town on circus day. He reached out and felt the rough crown 
and brim, running his fingers over the stiff brown straw. He would 
never have to step aside for anybody, in a hat like that. That was all 
he needed, to get the world by the tail. 

“Maybe that won’t knock a few eyes out!” Tuffy said, *throwing 
off the covers and leaping to the floor. “They’ll all be cross-eyed from 
looking at it.” 

He placed the hat carefully on his head and walked over to the 
mirror on the wall. The new straw hat looked even finer Sunday 
morning than it had Saturday night, when he tried it on in the store. 

“When Nancy sees this lid, she’ll come tumbling,” Tuffy said, step- 
ping back and tilting the hat a little on one side of his head and 
winking at himself under the brim. 

He walked past the mirror several times, free and in his loose 
knee-length nightshirt, turning his eyes to see himself in passing. It 
was easy to get up courage in a hat like that. 

“I could have all the girls after me now if I wanted them,” he said 
to himself. 


Tuffy got dressed in a hurry and made a fire in the cookstove. He 
pulled the hat down carefully over his head so it would not fall off 
and hit the floor while he was cooking breakfast. 

During all the time he was in the kitchen he kept thinking to him* 
self that he would not have to keep bach much longer after that, not 
after Nancy saw him in his new hat. She would be tickled to death 
to marry him now, the first time she saw him walking up to her 
house with the straw sailor tilted over one ear, sort of like a cock’s 
comb that always looked like it was going to fall off but never did. 

After breakfast Tuffy had to drive the cows to the pasture on the 
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other side of the creek because it had become time for them to have 
a change of feed, and the johnson grass over there was ready for 
grazing. 

He started off with his hat on his head, but he got to thinking about 
it and finally decided he ought to leave it at the house. Sometimes 
a yearling took to heels and bolted off into a thicket, and he did not 
like to think of taking any chances of having the hat fall off into the 
briers and mud, and maybe being trampled by the cows. Now that 
he was thinking about it, he remembered seeing a cow chew up a 
straw hat once and swallow it. 

He hurried back to the house and hung the hat on the cane- 
bottomed chair beside the bed. 

Tuffy got back from the pasture at about eleven o’clock, and he 
changed his clothes right away, putting on his coat and the hat. After 
that he still had almost an hour to wait before he could leave home, 
because he did not wish to get to the Millers’ while they were eating 
dinner. If he did that, one of the Millers would be certain to say that 
he had got there then to get something to eat. 

He walked out on the porch and leaned against the railing for a 
while. The sun was almost directly overhead, and there was not a 
cloud in sight. He knew he could not have chosen a finer day to go 
calling on Nancy* in a new straw hat. There was not a single drop of 
rain in the whole sky. above. 

“This would be a dandy time to speak to Nancy about us getting 
married,” he said, going out into the yard and walking first around 
the chinaberry tree and then around the willow. “All I’d have to do 
would be to ask her, and I know already what Nancy’ll say. She’s just 
as willing as I am, and she knows it. It wouldn’t do her any good to 
try to show otherwise.” 

Tuffy leaned against the willow, picking at the bark with his 
thumbnail. 

“If I go right up to her and say, 'Nancy, how about me and you 
hitching up together?’ she’ll say, ‘When, Tuffy?’ and I’ll say, ‘The 
sooner the better suits me.’ Then she’ll say, ‘Nothing would please 
me more.’ That’s all there will be to it, and it’ll be all planned and 
settled. All I’ll have to do is get a preacher to marry us, and then me 
and fancy’ll be married for a fare-you-wcll. Getting married wouldn’t 
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take long, maybe no longer than tomorrow noon. Well probably start 
right in tomorrow some time. That’s none too soon for me, and I 
know it won’t be none too soon for Nancy.” 

Tuffy went over and sat on the woodpile. 

“I’ll go over there to old Berry Miller’s and walk right up to where 
they’re all sitting on the porch and lose no time about it. Berry’ll 
probably want to know what I came for, all dressed up like this in a 
coat and a new straw hat, and I’ll soon tell him, too. ‘Well,’ I’ll say, 
‘I came to marry Nancy, Berry. How do you like that? Me and her 
are getting married right off.* He won’t scare me a bit, no matter 
what he says. He might have some little fault to find to begin with, 
but there’s no objection I know about that’s good enough to stop me 
from going ahead and getting married to Nancy. I’ll walk right up 
to where she’s sitting on the porch and put my arm around her and 
show those Millers I mean business and don’t mean maybe.” 

Tuffy picked up a piece of stovewood and began tearing splinters 
out of it with his fingernails. He piled the splinters in a little stack 
between his feet. 

“If old Berry Miller makes any show of getting his brisdes up. 
I’ll reach right down and kiss her in front of all the Millers, and then 
pick her up and walk off with her without so much as looking back 
at them even once. That’ll show Berry that when I set out to get 
married, I don’t let nothing in the whole wide world & >p me. Those 
Millers can’t put the scare into me.” 

He hurled the stick of stovewood across the yard. It narrowly missed 
hitting one of his hens asleep in a dust hole under the chinaberry tree. 
The hen woke up and ran squawking for her life. The other chickens 
got scared and followed her under the house. 

Tuffy took out his handkerchief and wiped the sweatband of his 
new straw hat. It was a scorching hot day, especially out in the sun 
at midday, and the heavy wool coat had never felt so tight before. 

“If I had thought to get the license yesterday, me and Nancy could 
have got married today,” he said disgustedly, kicking at the ground. 
“Now, why didn’t I think about that yesterday? I’ll have to wait till 
tomorrow before I can go to the courthouse now.” 

He got up and walked to his car. He had not intended getting 
inside, because it was still about half an hour too soon for hifn to 
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leave, but he could not wait any longer. He would have to drive 
around ten or fifteen miles an hour, and maybe stop at the creek and 
wait a while, but he was too anxious to be on his way to Nancy’s 
house to wait around home any longer. He started the car and drove 
off, pushing the new straw hat tightly on his head so the wind could 
not blow it off. 

It was half past twelve o’clock when Tuffy Webb drove up to the 
Berry Miller place and stopped his car in the shade. He had not got 
there a minute too soon, because the Millers were at that minute 
coming out on the porch from the dinner table. It was getting hotter 
all the time, and Tuffy sat in his car for several minutes trying to cool 
off before getting out and going up to the house. 

Before looking at the Millers on the porch, he took out his handker- 
chief and tried to wipe off some of the perspiration that trickled down 
his cheeks and down the back of his neck. When he finished, he took 
off his hat and wiped the sweatband good and dcy. 

Old man Berry Miller waved at him from the porch. One* of the 
Miller boys rose up on his elbow from the porch floor to see what 
Tuffy was doing. 

Tuffy got out and walked stiff and erect across the yard to the 
house. He was uncomfortable all over, and it made his face flush red 
wjaeri he realizecf what he was doing there. The Millers had a way of 
star*«g at him that made him forget what he was doing sometimes. . 

“Come on in on the porch out of that hot sun and have a slice of 
watermelon fresh out of the bottom of the well,” Berry Miller said. 
“There’s not much left, but what there is, you’re welcome to it. It’s 
only the leavings.” 

Berry brushed away the flies with his hat. They swarmed around 
the porch for a few moments and then settled back again on the 
rinds and watermelon seed scattered about on the floor. 

“Well, howdy, fol|cs,” Tuffy said. 

One of thdfboys waved his arm at Tuffy, and both the girls giggled. 
Berry’s wife rocked back and forth in her chair without saying a 
thing. A watermelon seed had stuck to her chin and was drying there. 
Tuffy wondered why nobody told her to brush it off. 

“Mighty hot day today,” he sajd, flushing red again when his eyes 
swept the porch and saw the two girls. 
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Their white dresses were starched so stiffly that they looked as if 
corset stays had been sewn into the cloth. 

“Sort of,” Berry said. “Can’t complain, though. Heat’s due us.” 

The boys on the other end of the porch sat up. 

“What are you all dressed up for, Tuffy?” Henry asked him. 
“Going somewhere?” 

Tuffy ’s eyes dropped and he dug the toe of his shoe into the sandy 
yard. 

Nancy, the oldest girl, giggled again. 

Tuffy looked up quickly, hoping to see her plain. 

“You’re dressed up fit to kill, aint you, Tuffy?” Henry said. 

Berry kicked a piece of watermelon rind off the porch. 

“That’s a mighty fine-looking straw hat you’ve got on there, Tuffy,’ 
Berry said. “You must have bought that at a big store somewhere, 
and paid a lot of money for it, in the bargain. A pretty all-colored 
band like that don’t come on everyday hats.” 

Tuffy nodded his head. 

The other Miller boy on the porch, Clyde, scraped up a handful 
of watermelon seed and began shooting them between his fingers. 
Presently one of the seed hit Tuffy in the face, making him jump as 
if somebody had taken a slingshot and hit him in the eye with a 
hickory nut. Tuffy ^would not look at Clyde, because he and Clyde 
never had got along any too well. They had 1 several fist fights 
already that summer. 

Berry’s wife moved to and fro in her rocker, looking disinterestedly 
at Tuffy. The watermelon seed had dried on her chin and was stuck 
there for good. He glanced at her, and their eyes met. Whenever die 
looked at him, it always made Tuffy feel as if she were looking at 
some object directly behind him. She had never spoken a word to 
him in all her life. 

Nancy smoothed out the skirt of her starched white dress, bending 
the stiff hem down over her knees. He could still see where her stock- 
ings ended on her legs. Nancy’s sister looked* at Tuffy and giggled. 

“I just thought I’d drop by,” Tuffy said at last. “I didn’t have much 
else to do today.” 

“Had any watermelon today so far?” Berry asked him. 

•No,” Tuffy tfid. 
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“If you don’t mind eating the leavings,” Berry said, waving his 
hand at the rind-strewn poich, “you’re welcbme to have some.” 

Tuffy looked to see what Nancy was doing, but he could not see 
the expression on her face when his eyes were watching the black and 
white garter-line on her legs. She bent the starched hem over "again, 
but when she leaned back, it straightened out again and her legs 
above the stocking tops were as bold as ever. 

“Aint you staying?” Berry asked. 

“I don’t care if I do,” Tuffy said. “I was just riding around, and 
I thought I’d stop by.” 

Clyde picked up a piece of rind and threw it at the tree in the yard. 

“It’s been quite a while since I last saw you all dressed up like that,” 
Berry said. “If I remember correctly, the last time was at the baptizing 
over at the church about a month ago. Wasn’t you all dressed up that 
day, Tuffy?” 

Nancy giggled and hid her face against her sister’s shoulder. Tuffy 
blushed again. 

“I didn’t have this new hat then, though,” he said. 

“So you didn’t!” Berry said. “That is right, aint it? That hat looks 
■so natural on your head that I forgot all about it. But you did have 
on a coat that day, didn’t you?” 

Tuffy nodded, digging the toe of his shoe into the yard. 

“I wish you had come by a little sooner,” Berry said. “It’s pretty 
late now to get any of the good part of the melons. The leavings aint 
much to offer a body. But of course, now, if you aint particular, just 
go ahead and help yourself.” 

One of the boys kicked a piece of rind across the porch and it fell 
into the yard near Tuffy ’s feet. He looked at it, all covered with sand. 

“Where you going, Tuffy?” Henry asked him. 

“Nowhere much,” Tuffy said. 

“How about me and you going off a piece?” Henry said, winking. 

“There’s some elfey pickings on Sunday afternoons over beyond Hard- 
»> 

pan. 

Tuffy glanced at Nancy. There was a peculiar look on her face 
that made him uneasy. The garter-line on her legs wavered in his 
$ight when she rocked slightly in her chair. He dropped his eyes to 
the ground once more. 
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“I don’t reckon I can right now,” he told Henry, blushing red all 
over. 

The two girls began whispering to each other. Every once in a 
while Nancy glanced up at Tuffy, and then she quickly looked the 
other way. 

Tuffy took off his hat and fanned his face with it. 

“It’s about time to do some thinking about a little foxhunting, aint 
it, Tuffy?” Berry said. “These nights now are beginning to have a 
little nip in them, along about midnight, and the foxes will be run- 
ning before you know it. Anyway, it don’t hurt none to sort of warm 
up the hounds. They’ve been laying around here all summer and 
have got as lazy as can be. I been thinking lately of going out some 
night pretty soon and giving them a short run.” 

Tuffy nodded his head, but he did not say anything. 

“I been thinking about making a trade of some kind for a couple 
more hunters,” Berry said. “That Blackie is still a little lame from last 
year, and that Elsie is weighted down with pups. That Rastus looks 
like he takes to cold-trailing more and more every year, and I’m a 
little upset. I don’t reckon it would do any harm to make a trade of 
some kind, if I could find exactly what I’m looking for. I’ve got a 
mule that’s stove-up pretty bad, and I figure I need hunting dogs a 
lot more now than I do a blamed stiff-legged muk ” 

Tuffy glanced up at Nancy, looking as if he » re bursting with 
something to say. He looked at her so desperately that she reached 
over and bent the starched hem and held it down. He could do no 
more than swallow hard and flush red all over. It made his skin feel 
prickly under the heavy coat when she looked at him. 

Clyde sat up and slid down to the edge of the porch. He sat 
swinging his legs over the edge and looking at Tuffy. Tuffy was 
becoming more and more uncomfortable. He had been standing for 
half an hour in the hot sun, and he caught himself swaying on his 
feet. 

“I sure admire that new straw hat of yours, Tuffy,” Berry said. 
“Especially that all-colored pretty band around it.” 

Tuffy looked desperately at Nancy, and then glanced at the rest of 
the family.. Everyone, except Nancy, stared right back at hinv Nancy 
hung her head when their eyes met. 
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Henry crossed (he yard between him and the house, taking some- 
thing out of his pocket. He began pulling on it, making it snap like 
elastic. When he stopped in front of Tuffy, Tuffy looked to see what 
Henry was playing with. It was a girl’s garter, bound in pink silk, 
and tied in a bow with a red rosebud sewn into it. Tuffy jumped as 
if he had been pricked with a pin. 

Tuffy backed off, taking short steps towards his car. 

"Not going so soon?” Berry said. “Why, it hardly seems like more 
than a minute ago when you got here.” 

Tuffy stopped. Henry had kept up with him, snapping the garter. 
He put one end against Tuffy’s arm, pulled the other end back a 
foot or two, and turned it loose. Tuffy jumped when the elastic stung 
him. 

“Where you going, Tuffy?” Henry asked him. 

Tuffy looked at the porch where Nancy was. She had sat upright 
•n the chair, leaning slightly forward, and stopped rocking. The 
starched flare of her skirt had straightened out once more, and he was 
jlad she wore yellow garters. 

He started backing away again. Henry followed him, springing the 
elastic rosebud-trimmed garter at him. 

“Let’s tjie and you ride over beyond Hardpan, Tuffy,” Henry urged. 
“It wSn’t be no trouble at all to find us a couple of girls, and we can 
make a lot of headway on a Sunday afternoon. How about it, Tuffy, 
huh?” 

Tuffy backed away faster, shaking his head. When he got to the 
tree where his car was, he turned around and jumped into the front 
seat. 

Nancy ran into the house. She could be heard crying all the way 
to the back porch. 

When Tuffy got his car started, Berry got up and walked out into 
the yard. He watched the automobile disappear over the hill, trying 
to turn his ear fway from Henry’s cursing. 

"I hate to see a man rush off like that,” Berry said. “I’d have swore 
he came here for some purpose to begin with.” 

He stood with; his back to the house while Clyde left the porch 
and crossed the field to get some 'more watermelons to cool in the 
bottom of the well. 
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It so happens that there are times when I find myself, 
with only a slight degree of enthusiasm, standing be- 
fore an audience. The ordeal has become no less a trial 
since discovering that in all audiences there is a me- 
dium-sized man of about forty-five, studious in ap- 
pearance and wearing a slightly baggy dark [ gray 
worsted suit, who invariably dumbfounds me by ask- 
ing why l wrote this story . I have told him . ver and 
over again, in Cleveland and Washington, in St. Louis 
and Los Angeles, that l wrote it because l felt like it; 
and l did feel like it, and I still do. 
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1HE driver stopped at the suspended footbridge and pointed out to 
me the house across the river. I paid him the quarter fare for the ride 
from the station two miles away and stepped from the car. After he 
had gone I was alone with the chill night and the star-pointed lights 
twinkling in the valley and the broad green river flowing warm below 
me. All around me the mountains rose like black clouds in the night, 
and only by looking straight heavenward could I see anything of the 
dim afterglow of sunset. 

The creaking footbridge swayed with the rhythm of my stride and 
the momentum of its swing soon overcame my pace. Only by walking 
faster and faster could I cling to the pendulum as it swung in its wide 
arc over the river. When at last I could see the other side, where the 
mountain came down abruptly and slid under the warm water, I 
gripped my handbag tighter and ran with all my might. 

Even then, even after my feet had crunched upon the gravel path, 
I was afraid. I knew that by day I might walk the bridge without 
fear; but at night, in a strange country, with dark mouwiins towering 
all around me and a broad green river flowing beneath me, I could 
not keep my hands from trembling and my heart from pounding 
against my chest. 

I found the house easily, and laughed at myself for having run from 
the river. The house was the first one to come upon after leaving the 
footbridge, and even if I should have missed it, Gretchen would have 
called me. She was there on the steps of the porch waiting for me. 
When I heard her familiar voice calling my name, I was ashamed of 
myself for having been frightened by the mountains and the broad 
river flowing below. 

She ran down the gravel path to meet me. 

“Did the footbridge frighten you, Richard?” she asked excitedly, 
holding my arm with both of her hands and guiding me up the # path 
to the house. 


101 



102 


WARM RIVER 


“I think it did, Gretchen,” I said; “but I hope I outran it.” 

“Everyone tries to do that at first, but after going over it once, it’s 
like walking a tight-rope. I used to walk tight-ropes when I was 
small— didn’t you do that, too, Richard? We had a rope stretched 
across the floor of our barn to practice on.” 

“I did, too, but it’s been so long ago I’ve forgotten how to do it 
now.” 

We reached the steps and went up to the porch. Gretchen took me 
to the door. Someone inside the house was bringing a lamp into the 
hall, and with the coming., of the light I saw Gretchen’s two sisters 
standing just inside the open door. 

“This is my little sister, Anne,” Gretchen said. “And this is Mary.” 

I spoke to them in the semi-darkness, and we went on into the hall. 
Gretchen’s father was standing beside a table holding the lamp a little 
to one side so that he could see my face. I had not met him before. 

“This is my father,” Gretchen said. “He was afraid you wouldn’t 
be able to find our house in the dark.” 

“I wanted to bring a light down to the bridge and meet you, but 
Gretchen said you would get here without any trouble. Did you get 
lost? I could have brought a lantern down with no trouble at all.” 

I shook hands .with him and told him how easily I had found the 
pl4ce. 

“The hack driver pointed out to me the house from the other side 
of the river, and I never once took my eyes from the light. If I had 
lost sight of the light, I’d probably be stumbling around somewhere 
now in the dark down there getting ready to fall into the water.” 

He laughed at me for being afraid of the river. 

“You wouldn’t have minded it. The river is warm. Even in winter, 
when there is ice and snow underfoot, the river is as warm as a com- 
fortable room. All of us here love the water down there.” 

“No, Richard, you wouldn’t have fallen in,” Gretchen said, laying 
her hand in mine. “I saw you the moment you got out of the hack, 
and if you had gone 4 step in the wrong direction, I was ready to run 
to you,” 4 

I wished to, thank Gretchen for saying that, but already she was 
gmngto the stairs to the floor above, and calling me. I Went with her, 
' j£$fog’ my handbag in front pf jne. There was a shaded lamp, lighted 
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but turned low, on the table at the end of the upper hall, and she 
picked it up and went ahead into one of the front rooms. 

We stood for a moment looking at each other, and silent. 

“There # is fresh water in the pitcher, Richard. If there is anything 
•else you would like to have, please tell me. I tried not to overlook 
anything.” 

“Don’t worry, Gretchen,” I told her. “I couldn’t wish for anything 
more. It’s enough just to be here with you, anyway. There’s nothing 
else I care for.” 

She looked at me quickly, and then she lowered her eyes. We stood 
silently for several minutes, while neither of us could think of any* 
thing to say. I wanted to tell her how glad I was to be with her, even 
if it was only for one night, but I knew I could say that to her later. 
Gretchen knew why I had come. 

“I’ll leave the lamp for you, Richard, and I’ll wait downstairs for 
you on the porch. Come as soon as you are ready.” 

She had left before I could offer to carry the light to the stairhead 
for her to see the way down. By the time I had picked up the lamp, 
she was out of sight down the stairs. 

I walked back into the room and closed the door and bathed my 
face and hands, scrubbing the train-dust with brush and soap. There 
was a row of hand-embroidered towels on the rac^, :*nd I took one 
and dried my face and hands. After that I combed rriy iuiir, and found 
a fresh handkerchief in the handbag. Then I opened the door aitif 
went downstairs to find Gretchen. 

Her father was on the porch with her. When I walked through the 
doorway, he got up and gave me a chair between them. Gretchen 
pulled her chair closer to mine, touching my arm with her hand. 

“Is this the first time you have been up here in the mountains, 
Richard?” her father asked me, turning in his chair towards me. 

“I’ve never been within a hundred miles of here before, sir. It’s a 
different country up here, but I supfios you would think the same 
about the coast, wouldn’t you?” 

“Oh, but Father used to live in Norfolk,” Gretchen said. “Didn’t 
you, Father?” 

“I lived there fo$ nearly three years.” 
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There was something else he would say, and both of us waited 
for him to continue. 

“Father is a master mechanic,” Gretchen whispered to me. “He 
works in the railroad shops.” 

“Yes,” he said after a while, “I’ve lived in many places, but here is 
where I wish to stay.” 

My first thought was to ask him why he preferred the mountains 
to other sections, but suddenly I was aware that both he and Gretchen 
were strangely silent. Between them, I sat wondering about it. 

After a while he spoke again, not to me and not to Gretchen, but 
as though he were speaking to someone else on the porch, a fourth 
person whom I had failed to see in the darkness. I waited, tense and 
excited, for him to continue. 

Gretchen moved her chair a few inches closer to mine, her motions 
gentle and without sound. The warmth of the river came up and 
covered us like a blanket on a chill night. 

“After Gretchen and the other two girls lost their mother,” he said, 
almost inaudibly, bending forward over his knees and gazing out 
across the broad green river, “after we lost their mother, I came back 
to the mountains to live. I couldn’t stay in Norfolk, and I couldn’t 
stand it in Baltimore. This was the only place on earth where I could 
firid peace. Gretchen remembers her mother, but neither of you can 
yet understand how it is with me. Her mother and I were born here 
in the mountains, and we lived here together for almost twenty years. 
Then after she left us, I moved away, foolishly believing that I could 
forget. But I was wrong. Of course I was wrong. A man can’t forget 
the mother of his children, even though he knows he will never see 
her again.” 

Gretchen leaned closer to me, and I could not keep my eyes from 
her darkly framed profile beside me. The river below us made no 
sound; but the warmth of its vapor would not let me forget that it 
was still the& 

Her father had bent farther forward in his chair until his arms were 
resting on his knefes, and he seemed to be trying to see someone on 
the other side, of the river, high on the mountain top above it. His 
eyes ^trained, and the shaft of light that came through the open door- 
way fell upon them an4 glistened there. Tears fell from his face like 
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fragments of stars, burning into his quivering hands until they were 
out of sight. 

Presently, still in silence, he got up and moved through the door- 
way. His huge shadow fell upon Gretchen and me as he stood there 
momentarily before going inside. I turned arid looked towards him 
but, even though he was passing from sight, I could not keep my eyes 
upon him. 

Gretchen leaned closer against me, squeezing her fingers into the 
hollow of my hand and touching my shoulder with her cheeks as 
though she were trying to wipe something from them. Her father’s 
footsteps grew fainter, and at last we could no longer hear him. 

Somewhere below us, along the bank of the river, an express train 
crashed down the valley, creaking and screaming through the night. 
Occasionally its lights flashed through the openings in the darkness, 
dancing on the broad green river like polar lights in the north, and the 
metallic echo of its steel rumbled against the high walls of the moun- 
tains. 

Gretchen clasped her hands tightly over my hand, trembling to her 
finger tips. 

“Richard* why did you come to see me?” 

Her voice was mingled with the screaming metallic echo of the 
train that now seemed far off. 

I had expected to find her looking up into my fa * but when I 
turned to her, I saw that she was gazing far down into the valley, 
down into the warm waters of the river. She knew why I had come, 
but she did not wish to hear me say why I had. 

I did not know why I had come to see her, now. I had liked 
Gretchen, and I had desired her above anyone else I knew. But I 
could not tell her that I loved her, after having heard her father speak 
of love. I was sorry I had come, now after having heard him speak 
of Gretchen’s mother as he did. I knew Gretchen would give herself 
to me, because she loved me; but I had nothing to give her in return. 
She was beautiful, very beautiful, and 1 had desired her. That was 
before. Now, I knew that I could never again think of her as l had 
come prepared. 

“Why did you come, Richard?” 

“Why?” 
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“Yes, Richard; why?” 

My eyes closed, and what I felt was the memory of the star-pointed 
lights twinkling down in the valley and the warmth of the river flow- 
ing below and the caress of her Angers as she touched my arm. 

“Richard, please tell me why you came ” 

“I don’t kpow why I came, Gretchen.” 

“If you only loved me as I love you, Richard, you would know 
why.” 

Her Angers trembled in my hand. I knew she loved me. There had 
been no doubt in my mind from the Arst. Gretchen loved me. 

“Perhaps I should not have come,” I said. “I made a mistake, 
Gretchen. I should have stayed away.” 

“But you will be here only for tonight, Richard. You are leaving 
early in the morning. You aren’t sorry that you came for just this 
short time, are you, Richard?” 

“I’m not sorry that I am here, Gretchen, but I should not have come. 
I didn’t know what I was doing. I haven’t any right to come here. 
People who love each other are the only ones— ” 

“But you do love me just a little, don’t you, Richard? You couldn’t 
possibly love me nearly so much as I love, you, but can’t you tell me 
that you do love me just a little? I’ll feel much happier after you have 
gone* Richard.” 

“I don’t know,” I said, trembling. 

“Richard, please ” 

With her hands in mine I held her tightly. Suddenly I felt some- 
thing coming over me, a thing that stabbed my body with its quick- 
ness. It was as if the words her father had uttered were becoming 
clear to me. I had not realized before that there was such a love as he 
had spoken of. I had believed that men never loved women in the 
same way that a woman loved a man, but now I knew there could 
be no difference. 

We sat silently, holding each other’s hands for a long time. It was 
long past midnight, because the lights in the valley below were being 
turned out; but time* did not matter. 

Gretchen clung softly to me, looking up into my face and laying 
her cheek against my shoulder. She was as much mine as a woman 
ever Belongs to a man, but I knew then that I could never force my- 
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self to take advantage of her love, and to go away knowing that I had 
not loved her as she loved me. I had not believed any such thing 
when 1 came. I had traveled all that distance to hold her in my arms 
for a few hours, and then to forget her, perhaps forever. 

When it was time for us to go into the house, I got up and put 
my arms around her. She trembled when I touched her, but she clung 
to me as tightly as I held her, and the hammering of her heart drove 
into me, stroke after stroke, like an expanding wedge, the spears of 
her breasts. 

“Richard, kiss me before you go,” she said. 

She ran to the door, holding it open for me. She picked up the 
lamp from the table and walked ahead up the stairs to the floor above. 

At my door she waited until I could light her lamp, and then she 
handed in** mine. 

“Good night, Gretchen,” I said. 

“Good night, Richard.” 

I turned down the wick of her lamp to keep it from smoking, and 
then she went across the hall towards her room. 

‘Til call you in the morning in time for you to catch your train, 
Richard.” 

“All right, Gretchen. Don’t let me over-sleep, because it leaves the 
station at seven-thirty.” 

“I’ll wake you in plenty of time, Richard,” she Said 

The door was closed after her, and I turned and went into my room. 
I shut the door and slowly began to undress. Afte. I had blown out 
the lamp and had got into bed, I lay tensely awake. I knew I could 
never go to sleep, and I sat up in bed and smoked cigarette after 
cigarette, blowing the smoke through the screen at the window. The 
house was quiet. Occasionally, I thought I heard the sounds of muffled 
movements in Gretch; n’s room across the hall, but I was not certain. 

I could not determine how long a time I had sat there on the edge 
of the bed, stiff and erect, thinking of Gretchen, when suddenly I 
found myself jumping to my feet. 1 opened the door aiid ran across 
the hall. Gretchen's door was closed, but I knew it would not be 
locked, and I turned the knob noiselessly. A slender shaft of light 
broke through the opening I had made. It was not necessary to open 
the door wider, because I saw Gretchen only a few steps a way, "almost 
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within arm’s reach of me. I closed my eyes tightly for a moment, 
thinking of her as I had all daring the day’s ride up from the coast. 

Gretchen had not heard me open her door, and she did not know 
I was there. Her lamp was burning brightly on the table. 

I had not expected to find her awake, and I had thought surely she 
would be in bed. She knelt on the rug beside her bed, her head bowed 
over her arms and her body shaken with sobs. 

Gretchen’s hair was lying over her shoulders, tied over the top of 
her head with a pale blue ribbon. Her nightgown was white silk, 
hemmed with a delicate lace, and around her neck the collar of lace 
was thrown open. 

I knew how beautiful she was when I saw her then, even though I 
had always thought her lovely. I had never seen a girl so beautiful as 
Gretchen. 

She had not heard me at her door, and she still did not know I was 
there. She knelt beside her bed, her hands clenched before her. crying. 

When I had first opened the door, I did not know what I was about 
to do; but now that I had seen her in her room, kneeling in prayer 
beside her bed, unaware that I was looking upon her and hearing her 
words and sobs, I was certain that I could never care for anyone else 
as 1 did for her. I had not known until then, but in the revelation of 
a feW seconds I knew that I did love her. 

I closed the door softly and went back to my room. There I found 
a chair and placed it beside the window to wait for the coming of 
day. At the window I sat and looked down into the bottom of the 
valley where the warm river lay. As my eyes grew more accustomed 
to the darkness, I felt as if I were coming closer and closer to it, so 
close that I might have reached out and touched the warm water with 
my hands. 

Later in the night, towards morning, I thought I heard someone in 
Gretchen’s room moving softly over the floor as one who would go 
from window to window. Once I was certain I heard someone in the 
hall, close to my door. 

When the sun rose over the top of the mountain, I got up and 
dressed. Later, I heard Gretchen leave her room and go downstairs. 
I knew she was hurrying to prepare breakfast for me before I left to 
get on "the train. I waited a while, and after a quarter of an hour I 
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heard her coining back up the stairs. She knocked softly on my door, 
calling my name several times. 

I jerked open the door and faced her. She was so surprised at seeing 
me there, when she had expected to find me still asleep, that she could 
not say anything for a moment. 

“Gretchen,” 1 said, grasping her hands, “don’t hurry to get me off— 
I’m not going back this morning — I don’t know what was the matter 
with me last night — I know now that I love you ” 

“But, Richard — last night you said ” 

“I did say last night that I was going back early this morning, 
Gretchen, but I didn’t know what I was talking about. I’m not going 
back now until you go with me. I’ll tell you what I mean as soon as 
breakfast is over. But first of all I wish you would show me how to 
get down the river. I have got to go down there right away and 
feel the water with my hands.” 




SNACKER 


After having experienced both, with a small measure 
of success in each, I thinly I can safely say that there is 
nothing so dispiriting as adventure, nothing so exciting 
as imagination. 




SNACKER 


FrIDAY morning classes were over, and Snacker was walking down 
the third-floor hall of the dormitory to leave his books in his room 
when Pete Downs saw him. There were a couple of other fellows in 
Pete’s room, and the door was open. Snacker saw them. He owed Pete 
forty cents, and he thought Pete was going to say he had to have the 
money right then. 

“Hey, Snacker!” Pete yelled. “Come here a minute.” 

Snacker went back to the door and looked inside. Tom and Jack 
Phillips were sitting on a trunk whistling, and Pete was motioning to 
him to come inside. 

“I haven’t got a nickel on me, Pete,” he said. “But just as soon as 
I can get it, I’ll pay you back.” 

“Forget it, Snacker,” Pete said. “Come over here. I want to show 
you a sight you’ve never seen before.” 

Snacker sat down on the bed beside him and looked at the picture 
Pete held in front of him. 

“Who’s that?” Snacker asked. 

“My girl,” Pete said. “Ever sec anything in your life to beat that?” 

Snacker shook his head. 

“She’s all right, Pete,” he said. 

“All right!” Pete said. “She’s going to be the best-looking honey- 
bunch at the banquet tomorrow night. That’s how ‘all right’ she is!” 

Tom and Jack Phillips were whistling louder than ever. Every time 
they looked at Pete they began whistling in a higher key. 

Pete nodded toward them. 

“Don’t let them worry you, Snacker,” he said. “They might think 
they’re going to have better-looking girL at the dinner, but they’ll be 
whistling a different tune after they see my girl. She’s coming all he 
way from the old home town just to show this school what a preity 
gM looks like.” 

Snacker had forgotten that the football banquet was only one day 
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of!. It was the week after Thanksgiving, and the annual football ban- 
quet was always given the Saturday night after the holidays. 

Tom stopped whistling. 

“Who’s your girl, Snacker?” he asked. “Who are you bringing to 
the banquet?” 

“Me?” Snacker said. “1 haven’t got a girl, Tom. I’ll have to go by 
myself.” 

Everybody stared at Snacker. 

“You can’t do that, Snacker,” Jack Phillips said. “They won’t let 
you in at the door unless you have a girl with you.” 

Snacker looked at Pete and then at Tom. They nodded. Snacker 
began to worry. He had forgotten all about that rule. 

“You can’t go without a girl,” Tom said. “Don’t you know some- 
body to bring?” 

Jack leaned forward and frowned at Snacker. 

“Haven’t you got a girl, Snacker?” he asked. 

“Gee-my-nettie!” Snacker said aloud. “I never had a girl in all my 
life.” 

Tom whistled through his teeth, and Pete laughed. They looked at 
Snacker curiously for a moment. 

“That's too bad, Snacker,” Pete said finally. “You put in a lot oi 
hard work on the squad this season. It would be a shame for you not 
to go to the banquet and get all you want to eat.” 

“You played a full quarter in the Riverside game, didn’t you, 
Snacker?” Jack Phillips said. “Didn't you go in at left tackle the last 
quarter when Chuck Harris got knocked out?” 

“Sure,” Snacker said. “And I never missed a day’s practice, cither. 
I was on the scrubs all the rest of the time, but I tried like the dickens 
to make the first team.” 

“You’ve got as much right to go to the banquet as the captain,” 
Pete said. “It’s a shame you have to stay away just because you don’t 
have a girl likftf the rest of us fellows.” 

“Maybe I could ask one of the girls in -town to go with me?” 
Snacker suggested eagerly. 

Everybody looked at the floor. Pete shook his head. Tom and Jack 
Phillips shook their heads, too. Snacker knew at once what they were 
thinking. 
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“All the town girls have been dated up for the banquet ever since 
school opened in September,” Pete said. “It's too late to try to get hold 
of a girl anywhere else now. I wish we had thought about it sooner, 
Snacker.” 

Snacker sat up. 

“How about that Harper girl?” he asked. “You know the one I 
mean— Frances Harper.” 

They looked at Snacker rather hard for a moment, and then they 
shook their heads and stared at the floor. 

“Frances Harper is Chuck’s girl, Snacker. She’s going to sit at the 
head of the table with Chuck— at the captain’s end.” 

“Well,” Snacker said, slamming his books on the table, “if I had 
known about it in time, I’d have had the prettiest girl in the state 
here tomorrow night. You can bet your life I would.” 

Jack Phillips jumped up.' 

“The prettiest girl in the state?” he said, laughing. “Stop your jok- 
ing, Snacker. The prettiest girl in the state lives in Saunderstown.” 

“What’s her name?” Snacker asked. 

“I don't know what her name is, but I saw her once in my life. 
I tried to get introduced to her, but it was at a dance in Saunderstown 
and there were about forty ahead of me in the line, and I never got 
within ten yards of her. But when I say she’s the prettiest, I mean just 
that. Ask anybody, if you don’t believe me. If you r* r got a chance 
to see her for yourself, you’d know exactly what I mean. If Saunders- 
town wasn’t so far away ” 

Tom and Pete nodded, looking out the window. 

“What’s her last name, Jack?” Snacker asked. 

“I think it’s Hampton, but I’m not sure. But it doesn’t matter, be- 
cause ” 

Snacker got up and went to the window and looked out over the 
campus for a while. It was almost time for lunch. 

“I’ll have a girl for you next year, Snacker,” Pete said. “If I had 
known about it in time this year ’ 

Snacker paid no attention to what they were saying. He began talk- 
ing to himself. 

“I went out for the team the first day of practice and never missed 
a single minute all season. I thought sure I could go to the banquet. 
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And, besides, I played a whole quarter in the Riverside game Thanks- 
giving Day, even if I was on the scrubs the rest of the time.” 

Tom heard some of the things he said, and he went to the window 
beside Snackcr. 

“It’s too bad, Snacker,” he said, putting his arm over his shoulder. 
“You’ve got as much right to go to the banquet as I have. But — but 
they wouldn’t even let the captain of the team in at the door if he 
didn’t bring a girl. That’s a rule of some kind or other.” 

Snacker went out and walked down the hall to his room and left 
his books on the table. He did not feel like staying there, even until 
lunch was served, and he went back down the stairs and out of the 
dormitory. By the time he had reached the Yard, he had made up his 
mind to do something. He kept on walking toward town, but by the 
time he reached the campus gate he was running. 

The bank on the corner was open. He ran inside and asked how 
much money he had on deposit. It was four dollars, even. He wrote a 
check for three dollars and asked for it in silver pieces. He wanted to 
be able to hold the money in his pocket and feel it there, because if 
he lost one of the dollars he knew he would never be able to do what 
he had decided on. 

As soon as he left the bank, he went to the barber shop and got into 
the chair for a haircut. He would ha^e to have his hair cut, because 
it was nearly three weeks since the last time he had had it trimmed. 
While sitting in the chair, he began figuring out in his mind how 
much it would cost to go to Saunderstown and back. The train fare 
was ninety cents each way. That would leave a dollar and twenty 
cents. If he ate any meals at all, he knew he would probably spend 
half of that before he got back. And, besides, he might have to spend 
some money while he was in Saunderstown. 

When the barber had finished, Snacker decided he would have to 
use the other dollar in the bank. He asked the bar! er to cash a check. 
When he hanc&d it to the barber, the man said he would have to send 
it to the bank to get the change. Snacker sat down and waited while 
the shoe-shine boy was taking it there. 

“Going away over the week-end?” the barber asked. “Isn’t tomorrow 
night the time for the big football banquet?” 

“I’m going away, but I’ll be back in time for the banquet,” Snacker 
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said. “I played on the scrubs all season, and I got into the Riverside 
Academy game for a full quarter when Chuck Harris got knocked 
out” 

“That Chuck Harris is the best tackle Forrest Grove ever had,” the 
barber said. 

The shoe-shine boy came back, but instead of handing over the 
change, he handed the barber the check Snacker had written for one 
dollar. 

“What’s this?” the barber asked. 

“The bank man said the check wasn’t any good at all ” the boy 
told him. 

The barber looked at Snacker, nodding his head sideways. 

“What’s the idea?” lie said. “Trying to gyp me?” 

Snarkei tried his best to explain about the money. It was almost 
time for the train to leave. Snacker told him that he went to the bank 
and asked for his balance. It was four dollars, even. He drew out three 
dollars, leaving one dollar on deposit. That dollar, Snacker kept on 
saying, was the one he had given the check for. The barber stopped 
listening and led him to the door. They went across the street to the 
bank on the corner. 

When they got inside, Snacker asked the cashier if he did not have 
a dollar in his account. The cashier looked at his bcoks for a minute 
and shook his head. 

“There’s a check here that just came in,” he said. “It s a dollar check, 
and it wipes out your account.” 

Everybody, the cashier and the barber included, was right. Snacker 
was wrong. He did not see how he could be, but he knew he could 
not be right if everybody else said he Was wrong. He tore up the 
check and paid the barber forty cents for cutting his hair. That left 
him eighty cents, not counting the round-trip train fare. 

He caught the train just in time and got a seat in the smoker. After 
he had sat down, he remembered that nobody on the football squad 
was supposed to break training until the night of the banquet, and he 
was glad he remembered it, because it would keep him from spend- 
ing ten cents for a cigar. 

It was about seven o’clock in the evening when the train reached 
the Saunderstown depot. He hopped off the train and made for the 
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restaurant the first thing. He ordered a sliced-chicken sandwich and 
a glass of milk. That left him with only fifty-five cents. 

The telephone book listed fifteen or twenty Hamptons. At five cents 
a call ... He decided to write down on a piece of paper two or three 
of the Hampton addresses, and to try some way to find out where 
the prettiest Hampton daughter lived. He was certain that most of 
them would be related, and in that way he could find out where the 
one he was looking for lived. 

He found the first Hampton address. It was about nine blocks from 
the depot, and it was nearly eight o’clock when he got to the house. 

A Negro maid answered the bell. Snacker slipped her a dime in a 
casual sort of way. That set him back to forty-five cents. 

“What’s this for?” she asked, looking curiously at the ten-cent 
piece. 

“I just got into town on an important trip,” Snacker said huskily, 
“and I’ve got to find Miss Hampton.” 

“Which^Miss Hampton?” the maid asked. “There’s a heap of young 
Hampton girls in Saunderstown. Don’t none of them live here, but 
they live in all other directions.” 

Snacker felt around in his pants pocket. He slipped another dime 
into the Negro girl’s hand when she was not looking. He was down 
to thirty-five cents. 

“I don’t know her first name,” Snacker said, “but I’ve got an impor- 
tant message for her, anyway. She ought to be the prettiest one of 
them all.” 

“Most of the young Hampton girls are good-looking,” the Negro 
maid said. “I don’t know exactly ” 

“The best-looking one there is,” Snacker urged. 

“I’ll bet you mean Miss Sally Hampton,” she said quickly. “She’s 
mighty pretty.” 

“Where does she live?” 

The maid went to the corner of the porch and pointed down the 
street. There were about four or five turns to make, and the house 
was three stories and painted white. Snacker forgot all about the turns 
to make, but he kept his eyes open for the three-story white house. 

When he got to the one which he was certain the Negro maid had 
described, he ran up the steps and was about to ring the bell at the 
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door. Before he could ring it, he heard someone at the end of the 
porch get up and come toward him. The porch was dark, and the 
street lights were too faint to help much. 

“I’m calling on Miss Sally Hampton, ” Snacker said. 

“You are? That’s funny.” 

“Why is it funny?” Snacker asked. 

“Because I’m sally Hampton. But — but who are you?” 

“Snacker,” he said. “I mean — I mean — Snacker. But my name is — 
I’m Russell Sherman. I’m — I’m Snacker.” 

“And you came to see me?” the girl asked. 

“All the way from Forrest Grove Academy— I mean — yes. That’s 
what I came for. I came to see you.” 

“Did you bring a message frorrt somebody I know, or did some- 
body send you for something, or—?” 

“Not exactly,” Snacker said, peering at her intently in the faint 
street light. “I just came to see you because some fellows told me you 
were ” 

“But I don’t know a single person rt Forrest Grove,” she said. 
“You must be mistaken. 1 know lots of boys at Riverside, but I never 
met anybody from your school.” 

“We beat them 21 to 0 last week,” Snacker said. “If Chuck Harris 
hadn’t got knocked out, we would have beat them more than that. 
I played the last quarter when Chuck goc hurt and 1 d to leave the 
game.” 

“And you came all the way from Forrest Grove to tell me that?” 
she asked, laughing a little. 

“No, not exactly,” Snacker said. “But it’s got something to do with 
it. We’re having a banquet tomorrow night, because we always cele- 
brate the end of the football season with a lot to eat.” 

“Are you going to the banquet?” Sally asked him. 

“You bet!” Snacker said. “I mean— well, I’d like to go. Would you?” 

“Me?” 

“Sally Hampton,” he said, nodding hi„ head jerkily, “I thought you 
might like to go. That’s why I came over to Saunderstown to ask 
you.” 

“I don’t know,” she said uneasily. “Mother might not like for me 
to go. And, besides, I don't know you.” 
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“I’m Snacker,” he said. “It would be all right for you to go with 
me.” 

She laughed. 

“Maybe if you knew someone I know— Mother might let me. Do 
you know Ralph Carroll at Riverside? He plays on the football team.” 

“Sure, I know him” Snacker said. “He was in the line against me 
Thanksgiving Day, in the last quarter.” 

“I’ll go ask Mother,” Sally said. “She might let me go.” 

She went into the house and Snacker sat down in the swing to wait 
for her to come back and tell him. She was gone a long time. Snacker 
thought for a while that she had used that as an excuse to get away 
from him. It was nearly ten minutes before she came back to the 
porch. He jumped up to meet her. 

“I’ve got a date for tomorrow night,” Sally said. 

“Aw, gee-my-nettie!” Snacker said. 

She sat down in the swing, at one end. Snacker sat down beside her. 

“But I think I’ll break it and go to Forrest Grove,” she said, looking 
at him a little. “Mother says it will be all right. She’ll take me over, 
and we’ll slay at the hotel.” 

“Gee-my-nettie!” Snacker said. “Do you mean it?” 

“Of course,” Sally said, rocking the swing. 

“And you’ll go with me to the banquet?” 

“I’d love to.” 

“Well,” Snacker said, “I guess I’ll have to be going.” 

“So soon?” she said. 

“It’s getting pretty late for a football player to be up,” he said. “We 
don’t break training, in earnest, till tomorrow night.” 

She got up and went with him to the steps. She held out her hand. 

“Good night, Mr. ” 

“Snacker,” he said. 

“Good night, Snacker,” she said. 

“I’ll come $or you at the hotel at nine o’clock sharp tomorrow 
night,” he said. 

He backed down the steps. He was trying to see her in the flashes 
of the street light when she moved. He had backed almost to the gate 
and still had not seen her plainly. 

It was between nine and ten o’clock when he got back to the depot. 



SNACKER 


121 


A Negro porter was sweeping out the waiting room. The restaurant 
across the street was still open, and Snacker went over to it and or- 
dered a sliced-chicken sandwich and a glass of milk. When he paid 
for it, he did not bother to think if he had any money left. 

When he got back to the depot, the lights had been turned off. He 
went into the waiting room and sat down on a bench. In a few min- 
utes the porter came along and locked the doors. The next train to 
Forrest Grove would not leave until nine-thirty the next morning. 

After Snacker had taken off his coat and spread it over him, he 
closed his eyes and, because he was so tired, he dropped off to sleep 
even before he could think about the football banquet the next night. 

It was late the next afternoon when Snacker got back to Forrest 
Grove. On his way across the campus to the dormitory he saw Tom 
and P-n* '_'ming across the Yard from the gym. They waved at him 
and cut across the campus to meet him. 

“ Where Ve you been ever since yesterday noon?” Pete asked anx- 
iously. “We were awfully scared something had happened to you. I 
thought you might have taken it a little too hard — you know, about 
the banquet tonight in the gym. I sure am glad to see you, Snacker. 
Are you all right?” 

“Took what too hard?” Snacker said. 

“You know, Snacker,” Pete said; “about the banquet tonight, and 
getting cut out of going, and all that. All the fellow? ^eel sorry about 
it. They’d give anything to have you there, but you know how hard 
it is to get rules changed. But next year we’ll be looking for you.” 

Tom put his arm around Snackcr’s shoulder and nodded sympa- 
thetically. 

“We'll be seeing you some other time, Snacker,” he said. “Don’t 
forget to come out for basketball practice next Monday. Coach has 
posted the call, and he wants all men out Monday. We ought to have 
a fine basketball team this year, and I hope you make the squad, 
Snacker.” 

Before he could say anything to them, they had turned and gone 
towards the study hall. Snacker started to call them back, but they 
appeared to be in a hurry to get away. By the way they acted, Snacker 
was afraid his name had been posted for the doorkeeper to keep him 
out of the banquet room that night. He went to the notice boara, and 
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to the banquet-hall door, but he could not find anything like that 
posted. He climbed the dormitory stairs to the third floor on a run. 
He was in a hurry to begin getting ready for the banquet. 

That evening at ten after eight Snacker could not sit still another 
minute, so he left his room and started to the hotel after Sally Hamp- 
ton. When he reached Pete’s room, he saw Pete and Tom brushing 
their hair and straightening their ties. When he passed, they would 
not look his way at all. 

Sally and her mother were in the lobby of the hotel when Snacker 
got there at a few minutes to nine. He had waited outside as long as 
he could stand it, and then he had rushed into the lobby looking for 
Sally. There were girls everywhere. Fellows were rushing in and out 
of the hotel every second or so, trying to find violets, or something or 
other, at the last minute. Snacker saw Jack Phillips, but both of them 
were too excited to recognize each other then. 

When Snacker saw Sally for the first time, in full view and in the 
strong light of the hotel lobby, he was not certain who she was. When 
she smiled at him, he rushed up to her and tried to recognize her. 
Then he was certain, and he saw that Tom and Pete and Jack Phillips 
knew what they were talking about when they had said she was the 
prettiest girl in the state. The other fellows in the lobby turned around 
and looked at her, and even when they were talking to their own girls, 
they could not keep their eyes off her. Nobody appeared to notice 
Snacker. 

When they got to the banquet hall, the doorkeeper did not even 
look at Snacker. His eyes followed Sally Hampton as long as she was 
within sight. Snacker felt better once he was inside the hall. 

It was not until the first course had been served that anybody took 
his eyes off Sally long enough to recognize Snacker. Pete saw him first. 
He dropped his spoon into his plate, and the soup splashed all over 
the front of his clothes. Pete’s girl nudged him with her elbow, but 
Pete continudij to stare first at Snacker and then at Sally. His lips 
were moving all the time as if he were saying to himself: “For gosh 
sakesl That’s Snacker t” 

After nearly a quarter of an hour, Pete called across the table to Jack 
Phillips, and Jack began to stare too. When the other fellows caught 
on t6 what had happened, they began to strain their necks to see 
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Snacker and the girl beside him. The other girls fell back into them- 
selves, or something, because most of them kept their heads turned in 
the other direction. 

Up at the head of the table, at the captain's seat, Chuck Harris was 
glaring do’wn at Snacker. The girl beside him, Frances Harper, 
nudged him with her elbow every once in a while, but he did not pay 
any attention to her. He looked for a while as if he might at any 
moment pick up a plate of something and hurl it down the table at 
Snacker. 

Sally Hampton was having the best time of all. The fellows all 
around were trying to talk to her at the same time. Snacker finished 
up each course as it was laid before him. He did not stop to talk or 
to look around at anybody at the table until the final course had been 
served. 

On the way out, when it was after eleven o’clock, Snacker got an 
awful hard kick in the rear. When he turned around to sec who had 
done it, Chuck Harris and Frances Harper were glaring at him. 
Snacker wanted to stop and ask Chuck what he had kicked him like 
that for, but he had to see Sally back to the hotel and he did not want 
to waste any time. 

He left Sally in the hotel lobby and went back across the campus 
to the dormitory. It looked as if most of the other fellows had hur- 
ried back too, because the doorway ar*d lower hal* were jammed. 
Somebody caught Snacker's arm and jerked him insioe. 

“Whats the matter with you, Froggy?” Snacker asked in surprise. 

Froggy dragged him towards the stairway. 

“What’s the matter!” Froggy repeated. “I want to know what’s the 
matter with you! You brought the prettiest girl in the state to the ban- 
quet and sat there all night without saying a word to her!” 

“Well, gee-my-nettie, Froggy,” Snacker said, “I just had to get some- 
thing to eat! I played on the scrubs all season, and a full quarter in 
the Riverside game besides, and I was so hungry I didn’t know what 
to do. All I’ve had to eat since yestei .ay morning was two sliced- 
chicken sandwiches and a couple glasses of milk. I just had to eat, 
Froggy.” 

Pete took Snacker by the arm and pushed him up the stairway. 
When they Had gpt away from the crowd downstairs, Pete began slap- 
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ping Snacker on the back. On the way to Pete’s room, Snacker kept 
on trying to tell them that he was nearly starved and just had to eat. 

Tom and Jack Phillips were waiting for them at the door. Before 
any of the other fellows could come up from downstairs to hear 
Snacker tell how it all had happened, Pete pushed him inside the 
room with Tom and Jack. They locked the door with the key and 
shoved the thumb bolt all the way across the slot. 



CROWN -FIRE 


Those who ma!{e a profession of tearing flesh from 
bone have said that this story is unmistakably an ex- 
ample of symbolism. Privately, l have greater respect 
for my grandfather s method of criticism. To him a 
story was either a humdinger, or else it was god-awful. 




CROWN-FIRE 


WHEN I stood up the next time, I saw Irene coming around the 
bend in the road, swinging her wide-brimmed hat beside her. Her 
face was flushed and her cheeks were the color of ripe oranges. Over 
her shoulders her long hair fell in waves, rippling like the mane of 
her father’s sorrel mare pacing along the cowpath in the pasture. 

The moment I first saw her, I sat down quickly, trying to hide my- 
self in the tall roadside grass. I was afraid she would see me before she 
reached the place where 1 was, and would turn and run across the 
field before I could speak to her. 

Irene was walking slowly, looking backward every few steps at the 
fires on the eastern ridge. The whole world seemed to have been on 
fire that day. The air was dense with blue woodsmoke, and, now that 
evening had come, the flames on the ridge began to color the sky. 
There had been no rain for almost a month, and the fields and woods 
were burning night and day. No one tried to stop the fires; only rain 
could stop the flames from eating ov*r the earth ward and west- 
ward. 

I did not know what Irene was going to do when I jumped up and 
surprised her. I did not want her to run away from me again; each 
time I had tried to walk home with her in the evening she had run 
so fast that I could not keep up with her. But I had to see her and to 
talk with her. I had wished all that summer to be able to walk along 
the road with her. Once she had said she did not hate me; but no 
matter what I said to her, she continued to run away from me, leaving 
me alone in the road. 

Just as she reached the place where T was, I pushed aside the tall 
grass and sprang to the road beside her. I was certain I could hear the 
beating of hc;r heart; she was so frightened she did not know what 
to do. 

“Please, Irene,” I begged, catching her arm and holding it tightly in 
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my hands, “please let me walk part of the way home with you. Will 
you? Please let me, Irene.” 

She was still too frightened to speak or to move. Her heart was 
beating as madly as that of a captured rabbit. 

“Irene,” I said, trembling until my voice sounded as though it were 
hundreds of miles away, “please let me, this one time. Will you?” 

Her breath was becoming slower. The rise and fall of her bosom 
was slower and more even, and the trembling of her lips had stopped. 

“Please stop holding me, Sidney,” she said. 

“Let me walk part of the way home with you, Irene. Please let me, 
this one time.” 

“Why do you ask to do that?” 

She continued to look at me while I tried to think of something to 
tell her. I could think of no reason, except that I wanted to go with 
her. I had waited all summer for the time to come when she would 
let me walk with her; but now when she had asked me why I wished 
to go with her, I did not know what to say. 

‘Tve got to go with you, Irene,” I said, clutching her arm tighter. 
“Pve got to walk home with you.” 

“I can’t let you do that,” she said. “You mustn’t.” 

“Why, Irene? Tell me why. Why won’t you let me?” 

She turned her head and looked back at the red sky over the ridge. 
There was no sound of shouting men, no cracking of falling pines; 
there was only the deepening red of the sky at night. 

Because I had been waiting all summer, ever since school was out 
in June, for the time to come when I might walk along the road with 
her in the evening — because I had lain awake night after night, staring 
at the blackness, thinking of her — because I could not keep myself 
from touching her — I released her arm and pressed my hand over her 
bosom. There was a period of time, an interval so short I knew of no 
way of measuring its length, when she did not move. Her head was 
turned towards 4he fires on the ridge when I clutched her, and she 
closed her eyes tightly, and. her lips parting, her breath again came 
quick. Then as suddenly as I had placed my hand over her breasts, 
she jerked away from me and ran down the road towards home. 

“Please, Irene,” I begged, running after her; “please come back. I 
didn’t mean to make you run away. Let me go with you.” 
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She was running swiftly, but not so swiftly as I was. I caught her 
arm again and pulled her back. I could not force her to stop, and we 
walked along the road while I held her. 

“I’m going to tell your father, Sidney,*’ she said. “You just wait and 
see if I don’t. I’m going to tell him what you did to me. You just wait 
and see if I don’t tell your father.” 

I did not know what to say. I did not mind so much the whipping 
he would give me as 1 did my father’s knowledge of what I had done 
to her. I did not know what to do. I was afraid to release her arm, 
and I was afraid to continue holding her. 

“I’m going to tell your father on you, Sidney,” she kept on saying. 
“You just wait and see if I don’t. I’m going to tell him what you did 
to me in the road.” 

When vve reached the churchyard where the path was that made 
a short cut to. Irene’s house, we both stopped. It had become darker, 
and the reflection of the fires against the sky was so bright I could 
even see the tears in Irene’s eyes when she turned her head towards 
me. Both of us stood in the churchyard trembling, and looking at the 
red sky and at each other. 

“Why did you do that, Sidney?” she asked. 

“When I went to the road to wait for you, Irene, I didn’t think of 
doing anything like that. I only wanted to see you and walk home 
with you. But — when I caught you — 1 couldn’t kc* from touching 
you. I had to. I just had to hold you.” 

The fires on the ridge drew her gaze towards them once more. 
She could not keep from looking at the smoke and flame and at the 
dull red glow overhead. 

Suddenly she turned and looked directly at me. 

“Sidney, if you don’t let me go,” she said, “I’ll scream. I’ll scream 
until everybody hears me.” 

At any other time I would have put my hand over her mouth; 
this time I clutched her in my arms holding her more desperately 
than I had the first time. She did not move. She stood still, looking 
backward at the fires on the ridge. The night was almost light as day 
by that time. The shadows were long and gray, and the air was filled 
with blue woodsmoke. We stood in the churchyard path, waiting. 

Wind on the ridge had risen, and the flames were leaping "higher 
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into the night. While we watched them, we could see the flames 
climbing into the tree-tops and burning the pine needles. A little later, 
the Are in the underbrush and in the grass had almost died out; 
but in the tops of the pines it burned faster and brighter than ever. 

“It’s a crown-fire now,” Irene said. “Look — the pine tops are burn- 
ing!” 

The sight we saw made us tremble. We were standing close to 
each other, holding each other. Irene’s face was more flushed than 
ever, and her bosom rose and fell faster than it had in the road when 
I sprang at her from the tall grass. 

“A crown-fire can’t be stopped until it burns itself out,” she said. 
“I’m afraid of crown-fires.” 

She placed her hands over my hands and pressed them tightly 
against her. Then she leaned against me, and I could feel the soft 
warmth of her body touching mint. Her heart beat so madly that I 
could feel with my hands its throb through her body, and her breath 
came so quickly that, even though I held her firmly, her breasts 
trembled as her lips were doing. 

I did not know for how long a time I had held my face against 
the soft warmth of her throat when she suddenly raised my head and 
kissed my lips and tore herself out of my arms. It was much later 
though, because the crown-fire had burned off into the distance, al- 
most out of sight. 

“I’ve got to go home now, Sidney,” she said; “if I don’t go now, 
they’ll be coming after me.” 

I ran after her, and stopped. We were then on the other side of 
the churchyard, at the end of the path. Through the trees I could see 
the lights of her house. 

“Will you let me walk home with you tomorrow evening, Irene, 
and every evening?” I asked. 

She stopped a moment and looked back at me. I waited, shaking 
all over, to hear tier reply. I was afraid that she would say she would 
not allow me to come with her again. 

While I waited, clutching at a tree beside me, she looked off into 
the distance towards the ridge where the fire had been. There was no 
light hi the sky then, and the ajr was clearing of woodsmoke. I went 
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a step nearer, gripping the rough bark of the pine tree between my 
fingers. 

“Will you, Irene?” 

Without a word, she turned and ran through the grove towards 
the lights in her home. After she had gone, I stood beside the tree 
listening. I had hoped so much that she would promise to let me 
come with her again the next evening, and every evening after that, 
that I could not believe she had gone away without an answer. 

Later I walked back through the dark churchyard, out of the path, 
and up the road past the tali grass where I had lain that afternoon. 
There was no longer a light in the sky over the ridge. The crown-fire 
had burned itself out at the edge of the cleared field. Until there was 
again fire on the ridge, perhaps not again until the next summer, I 
knew she would run away from me each time I tried to stop her. 
Every day when I wanted to see her, I should have to hide in the tall 
roadside grass and look at her while she passed. I knew I could never 
again catch her as I had done that evening, because ever after she 
would be on guard against me, and if I should spring from the tall 
grass and succeed in catching her, she would surely tell my father of 
what I had done to her. 

Long before I reached home I had made up my mind to catch her 
again some day and to hold her as I had done for nearly an hour 
that night. I knew I should never again be happy »- itil I held her 
again and could feel her soft warm lips kiss mine; : should never 
again be happy until she pressed my hands against her to hold tighter 
the trembling of her breasts. Some day, that year or the years follow- 
ing, there would again be a crown-fire on the ridge. New pines would 
spring up to take the places of the burned ones, and someone would 
drop lighted matches in the dry underbrush. 




WHERE THE GIRLS WERE DIFFERENT 


Of course, it is a despicable trait in human nature, but 
we might as well admit that all of us derive a feeling 
of self-satisfaction from the act of cheating when no 
one is looking. T here is probably not a solitaire player 
alive today who could hold a straight face and say he 
has never slipped a red jack f rom discard when he 
needed it badly enough. In recognition of this trait, I 
suggest that this story be skipped while n ''ody is 
looking. 




WHERE THE GIRLS WERE DIFFERENT 


Nobody could ever explain exactly why it was, but the girls 
who lived in all the other parts of Oconee County were different 
from the ones in our section. All the girls in Woodlawn, which was 
the name of the town where we lived, were the sassy kind. They 
were always slapping and biting, too, I suppose all of them were 
tomboys. That’s about the worst thing you can call a girl when she 
is growing up. But the girls who lived at Macy's Mill, and at Brad- 
ford, and especially in Roscmark, were a different kind. Wc used to 
talk about it a lot, but nobody knew why it was. 

“How are the Rosemark girls different?” I asked Ben, when we 
were talking about it one day. 

“Jiggers,” he said, “I don’t know exactly.” 

I never went around like Ben and the other boys did, because I had 
a girl who lived in town and I went to see her two or three times a 
week, and that was as many nights as mv folks would let me go out. 
They did not believe in letting me go all over the coi" ty to see girls. 
So I stayed at home and went to see Millv pretty often 

But those girls in other parts of the county were not like the ones 
at home. The other boys used to go off nearly every night to see girls 
at Bradford and Macy’s Mill and Roscmark, Rosemark especially. 
1 don’t know why that was, either. There was just something about 
those girls down in Rosemark that made a man act k«nd of funny. 

Ben went down to Rosemark three or four nights every week to 
see girls. The strange part of it was he rarely went to see the same 
girl more than once. He had a new girl almost every time he went 
down there. The other boys did the sai way, too. They had a new 
girl every time. Shucks, I had to stay at home and go to see Milly 
and nobody else. 

I asked Ben in a confidential way what it was about the girls down 
in Rosemark that made them so different from the ones around home. 
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Ben was my first cousin and I didn’t mind asking him personal 
questions. 

“Jumping jiggers!” he said. “You've never been down there to see 
a Rosemark girl, have you, Fred?” 

I told him how it was about Milly. 3 did not want to go*to see her 
all the time, but I never had a chance to go down to Rosemark like 
the other boys. 

“Well,” he said, “you are a fool to go to see her all the time. She’s 
just like all the other girls around here. You’ve got to go down to 
Rosemark and see some real girls. They’re not like these around 
Woodlawn.” 

“What are they like, Ben?” I asked him again. Everybody said they 
were different, but nobody ever said in what way they were different. 
“What do they do that’s different?” 

“Well, that’s hard to say. They act just like all girls do — but they 
are different.” 

“Tell me about them, Ben.” 

“I’ll tell this,” he said. “You got to be careful down there. 
Every girl in Rosemark that’s got an old man or a brother is watched 
pretty close. I guess that’s because they are pretty wild.” 

“How are they wild?” I asked him. “What do they do?” 

“That’s hard to say, too. You can’t put your finger on it exactly— 
they are just different. You’ve got to go down there.” 

“But how can I get a date with one of them?” 

“Oh, that’s easy,” he said. “You just go down there some Sunday 
night and wait outside a church until they come out. Then pick one 
out and ask her to let you take her home. That’s the way to do it.” 

“Can I do that? Would she let me take her home?” 

“Sure. That’s one way they are different. You can get any girl you 
want if you ask her before somebody else does. You go down Sunday 
night and try it. Jiggers, Fred, you got to see those Rosemark girls! 
The ones arouq^ here aren’t .fit to fool with.” 

I hated to tell my folks the next Sunday night that I was going to 
see Milly when I wasn’t, but — gee — I had to go down to see those 
girls in Rosemark. I drove the old car down and got there just before 
the churches let out. 

I {ticked out the biggest church I could find and waited outside the 
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door. I figured that the bigger the church the better chance I would 
have because there would be more girls in it. 

Shucks, it wasn’t any trouble at all. I asked the first girl that came 
out by herself if I could take her home and she said, “Sure,” just as 
nice. Gee, this was the way to see girls. Up at home the girls acted 
sassy about letting you take them home. These Rosemark girls were 
different that way. 

“Where do you live?” I asked her. 

“About five miles out in the country,” she said. She talked nice and 
soft like all girls would if they knew what was good for themselves. 
“Do you want to take me?” 

“You bet I do,” I told her, “I don’t care how far it is.” 

Five miles wasn’t anything. It was fine, because I’d have a longer 
time to find out about her. I could tell right away she was different. 

She showed me the way to go and we started out. The old car was 
running good, but there was no hurry to get there. 

“What’s your name?” I asked her. 

“Betty,” she said. 

No girl up in Woodlawn had a name like that. I was beginning to 
see why all the boys at home liked to come down to Rosemark. 

Gee, she was different! She sat real close to me and sort of hunched 
her shoulders forward like she was awfully pleased. I had never seen 
a girl act so nice in all my life. She put her arm thre- .gh mine and 
sort of leaned against me a lot and I had a devil of a time trying to 
keep our old car in the road. 

As soon as we got outside of town a little distance another auto- 
mobile cainc up bthind as real close. I drew over to the side of the 
road so it could pass, but whoever was running it wouldn’t try to pass. 

I thought that was funny, because 1 was driving only about ten miles 
an hour and making a lot of dust behind, too. The man who was 
running the other car was crazy not to pass us and go on ahead. 

Betty sat closer and closer all the time j ’d was so nice I didn’t know 
what to make of it. 

“The devil,” I said to myself, “I’m going to take a chance and 
kiss her.” 

That was a reckless thing to do, because all the girls I kneAr up 
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home were pretty particular about things like that and they didn’t 
mind slapping you good and hard, either. 

Gee whiz! I reached down and kissed her and she wouldn’t let me 
stop. The old car rocked from one side of the road to the other as 
dizzy as a bat. I couldn’t see to steer it because Betty wouldn’t let me 
stop kissing her, and I had to wait until we ran into a ditch almost 
before I knew which way to turn the wheel. Gee whiz! The girls in 
Rosemark were certainly different, all right. 

Finally I got away from her and got back my breath and saw which 
way to guide the old car. 

“Don’t you like to kiss me?” she asked, hunching her shoulders for- 
ward again like a girl does when she wants to make you feel funny. 

Shucks, I couldn’t let her get away with that! I reached my right 
arm around her and kissed her as hard as I could. She didn’t mind 
how rough I was, either. I guess she liked it, because she put both of 
her arms around my neck and both of her legs across my lap and 
hugged the life out of me. Gee whiz! I didn’t know girls did like 
that! Ben said the girls down in Rosemark were different, but I didn’t 
expect anything like this to happen to me. Holy cats! The girl was 
sitting on my lap under the steering-wheel and I was having a devil 
of a time trying to kiss her for all I was worth and steer the old car 
at the same time. 

Right then I knew 7 I was coming down to Rosemark again as soon 
as I could get away. Ben sure knew what he was talking about when 
he said the girls down here were nothing like the ones at home. 
Shucks, those old girls up at home were not anything. 

By this time we had got to the place where she lived and she looked 
up just at the right moment to tell me where to turn in. Before I could 
steer the old car into the driveway the automobile that had been be- 
hind us all the time beat me to it and I had to jerk on the brakes to 
keep from running smack into it. 

“Who is that<ool?” I asked Betty. 

“That’s Poppa,” she said. 

I started to say something pretty mean about him for doing a thing 
like that; but I thought 1 had better not if I wished to come back to 
see her. I was going to ask her for a lot of dates as soon as we got in 
the y&rd. 
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She took her arms down and moved over to her side of the seat just 
as if nothing in the world had happened. 

I shut off the engine and reached over and opened the door for her. 
She jumped out just as nice and I was right behind her. I got as far 
as the running-board when the man who had beaten us to the gate 
pushed me back into the seat. He shoved me so hard I hurt my spine 
on the steering-wheel. 

“ Where do you think you Ye going?” he growled at me. “Start up 
that car and get away from here and don’t ever let me see you again.” 

He came closer and shoved me again. I then saw for the first time 
that he had a great big rusty pistol with a barrel about a foot and a 
half long in his other hand. 

“If I ever catch you around Betty again I’ll use this gun on you,” 
he said. 

I didn’t lose any time getting away from there. I hated to go away 
and not see Betty again, so I could ask her for a lot of dates next 
•veek, but it wouldn’t do any good to have dates if I couldn’t come 
back. 

I drove the old car back home and went to bed. I knew now why 
Ben never went to see the same girl twice. He knew what he was do- 
ing, all right. And I knew why he said the girls down there were dif- 
ferent. They sure were different. It was hard to say what the differ- 
ence was, but if you ever went down there it was to feel it all 
over yourself. 

The next morning I saw Ben and told him about going down to 
Rosemark the night before. After a while I told him about the way 
Betty kissed me and how she wanted to sit on my lap under the steer- 
ing-wheel. 

“What!” he said, his eyes wide open. 

I told him about it again, and how she wouldn’t let me stop kissing 
her and how she put her legs across my lap. 

“Jumping jiggers, that’s funny. None of them ever let me kiss her. 
and none of them ever sat on my lap.” 

“Gosh, Ben,” I said, “then why did you think they were different?” 

“Jumping jiggers!” he said again, frowning all over. “I don’t know.” 




THE STRAWBERRY SEASON 


1 life this story. True, it solves no problems, attains no 
philosophic heights. And certainly it could not pass as 
an example of model fiction. But after all has been 
said, 1 still life it. 




THE STRAWBERRY SEASON 


EaRLY in the spring when the strawberries began to ripen, every- 
body went from place to place helping the farmers gather them. If it 
had been a good season for the berries and if there were many berries 
to pick, there would sometimes be as many as thirty-five or forty 
people in one field. Some men brought their families along, going 
from one farm to the next as fast as the berries could be gathered. 
They slept in barns or any place they could find. And, because the 
season was so short, everybody had to work from sunrise to sunset. 

We used to have the best times picking strawberries. There were 
always a lot of girls there and it was great fun teasing them. If one 
of them stooped over a little too far and showed the least bit of her- 
self, whoever saw her first shouted as loudly as he could. The rest of 
us would take up the yell and pass it all over the field. The other 
girls would giggle among themselves and pull their skirts down. The 
girl who had caused the shouting would blush and hurry away to the 
packing shed with a tray of baskets. By the time she returned some 
other girl had stooped over too f ir and everybody was laughing at her. 

There was a girl named Fanny Forbes who war dways showing 
some of herself by stooping over loo far. Everybody lu.ed Fanny. 

Another thing we had a lot of fun out of was what we called 
“strawberry-slapping/’ One of us would slip up behind a girl while 
she was stooping over filling her baskets and drop a big juicy ripe 
strawberry down her dress. It usually stopped midway of her back and 
there we slapped it good and hard. The mashed strawberry made a 
mess. The red juice oozed through the cloth and made a big round 
stain. II the berry was against the skin it was even worse. Very few 
girls minded that though. Everybody wore his old clothes in the fields 
and it did not matter about the stai The worst part was being 
laughed at. Everybody stopped picking berries to laugh. When that 
was over, evervbody went back to work and forgot it until somebody 
else got strawberry-slapped. We had a lot of fun picking berries. 
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Fanny Forbes got more strawberry-slappings than any other girl. 
All the boys and men liked her and she never became angry. Fanny 
was good-looking, too. 

One day I went to a field where I knew the strawberry crop was 
good. It was a small field of only two or three acres and few people 
ever bothered to go there. I decided to go before somebody else did. 

When I reached the field, Fanny was finishing the first two rows. 
She had thought of having the whole field to herself, just as I had 
thought of doing. We did not mind the other being there as long as 
no one else came. 

“Hello, Fanny,” I said. “What made you think of coming over here 
to Mr. Gunby’s place today?” 

“The same thing that made you think of it, I guess,” she answered, 
blowing the sand off a handful of berries and putting them into her 
mouth. 

We started off side by side. Fanny was a fast picker and it was all 
I could do to keep up with her. 

About an hour before noon the sun came out hot and the sky be- 
came cloudless. The berries were ripening almost as fast as we could 
gather them. Fanny filled a dozen boxes from her next row. She could 
pick all day and never have a single piece of vine among her berries. 
She used only the thumb and the next two fingers, making a kind of 
triangle that grasped the berry close to the stem and lifted it off. She 
never mashed a berry like some people were forever doing. 

I had never before noticed it in any other field, but today Fanny 
was barelegged. In the afternoon it was much cooler without stock- 
ings, of course, and it was the best way to keep from wearing them 
out in the knees. She saw me looking at her bare legs and smiled jusi 
a little. I wanted to tell her how nice-looking they were but I did not 
dare to. 

The mid-afternoon was even hotter than it had been at twelve 
o’clock. The slight breeze we had felt in the morning was gone and 
the sun hung over us like a burning-glass. Fanny’s legs were burned 
brown. ; 

Before I knew what I was doing I stole up behind Fanny and 
dropped a great big juicy berry down the open neck of her dress. It 
frightened her at first. Believing that I was several rows away she 
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thought it was a bug or insect of some kind that had fallen down the 
opening of her dress. When she jumped up and saw me standing 
behind her however she laughed and reached down into the bosom 
of her waist for the berry. I was certain I saw it under her dress. Be- 
fore she could reach it with her hand I slapped it as hard as I could. 
I thought surely she would laugh as she had always done when some- 
body strawberry-slapped her, but this time she did not laugh. She sat 
down quickly, hugging herself tightly. I then realized something was 
wrong. She looked up at me and there were tears in her eyes. I fell on 
my knees beside her. I had slapped her breasts. 

“What’s the matter, Fanny?” I begged. “Did I hurt you? I didn’t 
mean to. Honest, I didn’t mean to.” 

“I know you didn’t mean to,” she said, the tears falling on her lap, 
“but it did hurt. You mustn’t hit me there.” 

“I’ll never do it again, Fanny. I promise I won’t.” 

“It’s all right now,” she smiled painfully. “It still hurts a little 
though.” 

Her head fell on my shoulder. I put my arms around her. She wiped 
the tears from her eyes. 

“It’s all right now,” she repeated. “It will stop hurting soon.” 

She lifted her head and smiled at me. Her large round blue eyes 
were the shade of the sky when the sun has begun to rise. 

“I’ll never strawberry-slap you again as long as 1 ’ ve, Fanny,” I 
pleaded, hoping she would forgive me. 

Fanny unbuttoned the dress down to her waist. The berry was 
mashed beneath her underclothes. The scarlet stain looked like a 
morning-glory against the white cloth. 

“I’lLhave to unfasten this too, to get the berry out,” she said. 

“Let me get it,” I urged. “You don’t want the juice all over your 
fingers.” 

She unfastened the undergarment. The berry lay crushed between 
her breasts. They were milk-white and the center of each was stained 
like a mashed strawberry. Hardly ki. wing what I was doing I 
hugged her tightly in my arms and kissed her lips for a long time. 
The crushed strawberry fell to the ground beside us. 

When we got up, the sun was setting and the earth was becoming 
cool. We found our boxes and baskets of berries and walked across 
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the fields to the barn. When we got there, Mr. Gunby counted them 
and paid us the money we had earned. 

We went through the barnyard to the front of the house and stood 
at the gate looking at each other for several minutes. Neither of us 
said anything. Fanny had once said she had never had a sweetheart. 
I wish she had been mine. 

Fanny turned and went down the road in one direction and I went 
up the road in another. It was the end of the strawberry season. 
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I thinly if l were the reader 1 should be tempted to say , 
after having read this story, that if it failed to explain 
the characters, at least it had succeeded in explaining 
the author. 
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No one knew it except ourselves, but some day Laura and I were 
going to be married. Laura was only seventeen then, while I was a 
few years older, and we had plenty of time to talk about it before her 
mother would even think of letting us marry. First of all, of course, 
I would have to go away to Richmond or Washington or Baltimore 
and get a good job and begin making enough money for both of us. 
Laura and I were certain that we would not have to wait longer than 
another two or three years. She had just finished her second year 
away at boarding-school. 

Since the middle of June, when Laura came home from school to 
spend the summer, we had been having the most wonderful time to- 
gether that any two people could possibly have. She had been at home 
only a week or ten days and I had been to see her almost every night, 
and, of course, Sundays. Her father’s peaches began to ripen after the 
first week in June and, since his orchard was only a mile or two away, 
wc went there every Sunday afternoon and sat under the trees eating 
the fruit, or else we went down to the pasture with ny hat full of 
peaches and ate them beside the brook water. 

The next Wednesday I had to go away with my uncle for a few 
days into another county, and when we came home late Saturday 
night I went to bed right away so I could be up in time to see Laura 
early the next morning. Before we went away on my uncle’s business 
trip I told Laura that I would certainly be back home by Sunday and 
that I would come over in the morning and stay all day. In the after- 
noon we planned to go to the orchard and stay there until dark. 

Laura was waiting for me in the porch swing when I won over to 
see her the. next morning. I was about tc /un up the steps and kiss her 
quickly before anybody saw us, but before I could reach her a strange 
girl opened the screen door and came out on the porch. I had never 
seen the girl before and Laura had not said anything to me about her 
coming. There was something about her that was so nice I didk not 
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know what to say. I stood staring at her awkwardly until Laura 
turned around and put her arm around the girl’s waist and introduced 
us to each other. I don’t know what it was unless it could have been 
the clothes she wore, but she was so different from Laura that I could 
not stop staring at her. Laura’s clothes were just like hers, but there 
was something about the way her dress fitted her that made me un- 
steady on my feet. I felt lightheaded for a few minutes and my arms 
and legs had very little life in them. I was so confused by the way 
she looked that I did not hear her last name, but when Laura called 
her Drusilla I went closer to her, repeating the name under my breath 
over and over again. I had never heard of anyone named Drusilla 
before, and the girl was so lovely and her eyes so blue and her dress 
fitted her so smoothly that I did not know what to say. I shook hands 
with her though, and then I went with them to the porch swing. 

I sat down between them and held my hands together in a way that 
I had never done before. 

“Drusilla and I are room-mates at school,” Laura said to me, trying 
to reach my hands with her fingers. 

I sat still and did not say anything. I had been looking forward for 
a whole week to this Sunday when we should be alone together and 
Laura’s friend had come so unexpectedly, to me at least, that I not 
only resented her being there but actually hated Laura just a little for 
having her in her home. But I still could not forget the way she 
looked when I first saw her standing at the screen door. 

“Laura has told me a lot about you,” Drusilla said, leaning toward 
me. “But she did not say half enough. I expected you to look like a 
high-school boy, but you really look and act like a college man.” 

Laura laughed and leaned against my shoulder. 

“Drue,” she said, “I made you promise not to try to take Bob away 
from me — if you must have somebody to talk to like that we’ll get 
Bob to bring one of his friends over to see you.” 

I sat up eredly then, looking first at Laura and then at Drusilla. I 
had wondered ever since I came why Laura had not invited one of the 
other boys over to see Drusilla. 

“Don’t bother,” Drusilla laughed, winking shyly at me, “I’m per- 
fectly pleased with the company we have.” 

Btfth of them laughed, and began talking about something else. I 
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sat silently between them trying to decide if I wanted another boy to 
come and talk to Drusilla. I was bending forward with my elbows on 
my knees while they talked to each other behind me, Laura leaning 
lightly against my shoulder and Drusilla facing her with her legs 
pressed tightly against me. I remembered that I had been looking for- 
ward to Sunday for a whole week, when Laura and I could go to the 
orchard together and be alone all day. 

As soon as dinner was over we started to the orchard. Laura ran 
ahead, trying her best to make both of us run with her, but I did not 
feel like running, and I hung behind as far as I could. Drusilla kept a 
few paces in front of me all the time. 

Just as we reached the top of the hill Laura suddenly stopped and 
turned around. All three of us stood still for a moment and listened. 
Laura’s mother was calling her. I did not hear what she said. 

“What does she want, Laura?” Drusilla asked her. 

“I’ve got to go back and take her into town,” Laura said, pouting 
just a little. “I forgot that she wants me to drive her some place this 
afternoon. But Fve got to go. You and Bob can go to the orchard any- 
way, and wait for me there. I’ll be back as quickly as I can. Maybe 
I can get back in an hour or two. I’ll hurry.” 

Without waiting any longer she turned around and ran back to the 
house. Drusilla and I stood watching her for several minutes. 

“Don’t eat all the peaches — save a few for me!” she lied back over 
her shoulder. “I’ll be back soon.” 

We turned around in the path and walked slowly down the hill to- 
ward the orchard gate. It was hot, just as the clear days in summer 
always were in Carolina. 

“Now, I suppose you will have a dull time this afternoon,” Drusilla 
said seriously without looking at me. 

“Why?” I asked, thinking of Laura. 

“Oh, because Laura isn’t with us— and because you think you must 
be nice to me for politeness.” She turned her eyes in my direction. 
What she did with her eyes when she . >ked at me was not exactly 
winking. I could not understand just what it was. 

“If you were anybody else I would probably feel like that,” I said 
earnestly, “but it’s different with you.” 

Drusilla had run ahead and she did not hear what I said. When I 
L 
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realized that she had not heard what I said, I wanted to catch up 
with her and tell her again. I wanted to be nice to her because she was 
Laura’s friend, and I certainly did not want her to feel that I did not 
want her to be there. I ran to catch up with her. 

She had reached the gate leading into the orchard and had gone in- 
side before I got there. 

“Wait a minute, Drusilla,” I called. “I’ll show you where the best 
peaches are.” 

“All of them look delicious to me,” she smiled. “I think I'll eat one 
of these first.” 

She reached overhead and pulled a sun-reddened peach from the 
nearest limb. 

“There are the best ones down there,” I pointed toward a tree a 
hundred yards farther in the orchard. “Let me get you one of those.” 

She came behind me, eating the peach she had pulled from the tree 
by the gate. 

“Try this one,” I offered, handing her the best one I could find on 
the tree. “I’ll bet you will like it. This is Laura’s favorite tree.” 

She took a bite from the one I gave her and came toward me under 
the tree. 

“Oh, the fuzz tickles, doesn’t it?” she laughed, rubbing her fingers 
over her cheeks. “Why does it have such fuzzy skin?” 

“All good peaches are fuzzy,” I told her. “The ones that haven’t 
any fuzz aren’t much good.” 

We stood under the tree close together for a while, eating peaches. 

“Oh, I see a beautiful one,” she said, pointing over my head. 

Before I could find the peach she had seen overhead she had pulled 
the limb down and reached for it. I was about to help her get it when 
suddenly she dropped the, peach she was holding and cried out. I 
knew at once what had happened. A bee had stung her. 

“Hurry, Drusilla,” I said, “let’s run to the house and put something 
on it that wilkstop it from hurting.” 

I ran towards the gate, but when I turned around to see if she were 
coming, I saw her sit down under the tree. I ran back to her. 

“What's the matter, Drusilla? Aren’t you coming to the house?” 

“I can’t/’ she said, tears dropping down her cheeks. “It hurts too 
mudh.” 
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“But what are we going to do?” I begged her. “It will swell up and 
hurt more and more if we stay here.” 

<4 Can’t you do something to it, Bob?” she asked, looking up into 
my eyes. “Can’t you make it stop hurting just a little bit?” 

I remembered once when I had been bitten by a snake that an old 
Negro man sucked the poison out and put tobacco juice on it. I did 
not have any tobacco, but I knew I could suck the poison out of a 
bee-sting if it were possible. 

I got down on my knees beside her and asked her where the bee 
had stung. 

“Right here,” she said, pointing to her shoulder. “Can’t you see 
where it’s swelling now?” 

“You will have to roll up your sleeve,” I said. “I can’t get to it un- 
less you do ” 

Instead of rolling up her sleeve she began to unfasten a pin that held 
her dress together over her chest. 

“Here’s the place— see?” she said, pushing back the dress from her 
shoulder. 

I squeezed the flesh between my fingers until I saw the stinger and 
then I pulled it out. Leaning over her I put my mouth over the swell- 
ing and sucked as hard as I could, and then I spat the poison on 
the ground. I kept that up for almost five minutes befc re I was certain 
I had sucked out as much of the poison as I could. 

“Does it feel any better now, Drusilla?” I asked her, breathless. 
“Does it hurt as much as it did before 

“Oh, it barely hurts at all now,” she said, looking up at me bending 
over her. “But you had better do that some more. Maybe it will keep 
it from swelling now.” 

I bent over her again and sucked as hard as I could. She had fallen 
backward until she Was lying on the ground and my arm was under 
her head. Then suddenly I forgot all about the bee-sting. I felt my lips 
tight over her skin and my hands grinning her shoulders. She was 
lying on her back, and her head had turned sideways against my head. 
I could not see her face, but I felt her hands holding tightly to me as 
if she were afraid she would fall if she took them away. I don’t know 
how long we lay there, but it seemed that the more I sucked the bee- 
sting the less I could think about it. I had forgot to spit out the poison 
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and I was kissing her shoulder far away from the place where the 
bee had stung her. I knew that she had forgotten all about the sting 
too, and that she did not feel the pain any more, because her cheeks 
were tight against my face and she was kissing me. The peach fuzz 
still clung to her and we both felt it tickle when our faces were close 
together. And then our lips were pressed together and our arms were 
around each other as tightly as we could clasp them. After a while it 
seemed as if we had been there in the orchard a long time together. 
The sun was setting behind the peach trees and we were already damp 
with the early dew. The peach fuzz was all over us but neither of us 
minded it any more. 

“We must go now, Bob,” she said. “It’s very late.” 

I waited, but she did not move. 

“Where do you live, Drusilla?” I asked quickly. 

She told me the address. I closed my eyes and repeated the street 
number over and over to myself until I was certain I would never 
forget it. 

The stars were coming out when we got up and walked across the 
field to the house. And because it was dark we walked side by side in 
■the narrow path with our arms around each other. When we reached 
the top of the hill I lifted her in my arms and carried her down to 
the bottom where the last gate was. She put her arms tightly around 
my neck and held her face close to mine until we were within sight 
of the house. 

Laura was waiting for us on the front porch. She jumped up and 
ran to meet us when we went up the steps. 

“Where have you been all this time — did something happen?” she 
asked. 

We told her about the bee that had stung Drusilla. 

“But it doesn’t hurt now,” Drusilla said. 

I went across the porch to the swing and waited until they came. 

“I got back fr&ln town so late that I decided to wait here for you,” 
Laura explained. “But if I had known you were going to stay this 
late I would have come down to the orchard and walked home 
with you.” 

I sat down for a few minutes and then got up to go home. Laura 
went*to the gate with me. 
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“I’m sorry I ran away like I did this afternoon and Made you enter- 
tain Drue all day — but she is leaving in the morning and you can 
come back soon, Bob.” 

“Is she going home tomorrow?” I asked quickly. “I’d better tell her 
good-by, then.” 

I ran back to the porch where we had left Drusilla in the swing, 
but she had gone into the house. I walked back to Laura and asked 
her to tell Drusilla that I went to tell her good-by but that she had left 
the porch. 

“Good-night, Bob,” Laura said, squeezing my hand. 

I opened the gate and went out. 

“Good-night,” I said. 

Laura waited several minutes at tne gate while I ran down the road 
towards heme. I forgot that I had not kissed her until I had gone into 
the house. 

When I went upstairs to my room 1 was angry with Laura for hav- 
ing Drusilla down to visit her, and I was just a little angry with 
Drusilla for making me like her more than I did Laura. I tried not 
to think about it very much, but I knew I liked Drusilla more than I 
loved Laura. 

As soon as I could find the ink bottle I began writing a letter. 

Dearest Drusilla: l am coming to Baltimore to loo ^ for a job and 1 
want to see you as soon as I get there. 1 \now I’ll life to live there 
because I . . . 

I stopped and wondered how I could say everything I wanted to in 
a letter. 
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I do rot think 1 would like to be a critic. For, if a story 
such as this one came along, l would know neither 
how to praise it nor how to damn it. Further still, I 
would not \ n ow how to explain it. Probably I would 
follow the path of least resistance and set out to prove 
that the author was a jail-bird and wife-beater. 
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ThEY sat on the lawn looking up at the fluttering leaves on the old 
maples. He was beside the wagon with his arm over the red wooden 
body; she was on the other side, sitting with her legs crossed under 
her and with her hands folded in her lap. 

“That is the oldest tree over there,” Elizabeth said, pointing across 
the lawn. “I know it’s the oldest, because it’s the one where the 
squirrels live.” 

“But that’s not why it is the oldest, silly,” Robert said. “It’s the old- 
est because the leaves stay green the longest. The little trees turn 
red first.” 

A week ago all the trees were as green as the newly mown lawn, 
and then all of a sudden they had begun to turn. The grove of maples 
on the hill was orange and gold, the younger trees were the deeper 
color; and in the yard the old maples that had been there scores of 
years were turning yellow and purple. In a short while the leaves 
would begin to twirl and spin on the branches when the breezes blew, 
and then they would twist themselves off and come * uttering down. 
After that the grass would die, the flowers would shrivel, and the hills 
and fields would be a deep dark brown until the first snow fell. 

“The sky was raining paint last night while we slept,” Elizabeth 
said. “It rained a pot of paint on every tree.” 

“Daddy says it is the end of summer. He said that the trees turn 
red and orange and yellow every year when summer is over.” 

“I didn’t see it last year.” 

“But Daddy said that last year all the trees were colored. They were 
yellow for a while, and then all of them were red. When the leaves 
turn red, that’s when they are ready to ; 11 almost any minute. That’s 
because they are dead.” 

The front door opened. Robert dropped the wagon tongue and 
raced to the porch. 

“Here’s Daddy! Here’s Daddy! Daddy’s come out to play!” 

1S9 
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Elizabeth ran after him. They clambered up on the porch steps as 
fast as they could. 

“Now what?” Daddy said. 

“Play!” said Robert, jumping up and down, swinging on his arm. 
“We’re going to play!” 

“Is this the end of the week, Daddy?” Elizabeth asked. “Are you 
going to stay two whole days now?” 

“It’s the end of the week. No more city for two whole days.” 

“Let’s play,” Robert said, pulling him down the steps. “Let’s play 
everything!” 

“We arc tired of playing bear, aren’t we?” Daddy asked. “We 
played bear last week-end. What’ll we play this week?” 

“Bear!” Robert cried. “Let’s play bear again. It’s more fun than 
anything else.” 

“I’ve just thought of a new game to play,” Daddy said. “How 
would you like to play horse, Robert?” 

“Oh, let’s play bear first of all,” Elizabeth begged, pulling him across 
the lawn. “Just for a little while, Daddy, and then we can play all the 
other games.” 

“All right, then,” Daddy said. “Who’s going to be the great big 
black bear this time?” 

“You are!” Robert said. “You’re always the bear. Daddy. Let’s hear 
you growl!” 

“Woof!” Daddy said, dropping down on his hands and knees. 
“Woof! Woof! Woof!” 

“Oh, don’t scare me so!” Elizabeth cried, crawling backward. 
“Please don’t scare me so! I’m awfully scared of bears!” 

“Woof! Woof! Woof!” Daddy said, pawing the lawn and waddling 
after her. 

“You’re missing me!” Robert said. “Here I. am. Growl some at me.” 

“Woof! Woo|l Woof!” 

“Look! Here are some berries for the big black bear,” Elizabeth 
said, holding out a handful of grass. “Would you like to have some 
berries?” 

“Woof!” Daddy said, licking the short blades of grass from her 
hand: “Woof!” 
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“I’m going to ride the bear!” Robert cried. “Look at me! I’m going 
to ride the big black bear’s back. I’m not afraid!” 

Robert ran and climbed on Daddy’s back, whipping the bear with 
a maple twig to make him get-up. 

“Now, let’s play horse,” Daddy said. “This is a new game. We’ve 
never played horse before, have we, Elizabeth?” 

“Oh, let’s do!” she said. “Hurry, Robert! Get down off the bear’s 
back so we can all play horse. It’s going to be lots of fun, isn’t it, 
Daddy?” 

“It certainly is,” said Daddy. “But who is going to be the horse?” 

“Oh, you are!” Elizabeth cried. “You be the horse.” 

“All right. I’m the horse. Now look out! Here comes the wild white 
horse!” 

“What’s the horse going to do?” Robert asked. 

“The horse would like some sugar,” Daddy said. “The horse likes 
sugar better than anything else. He likes salt sometimes, but he would 
rather have sugar now. He hasn’t had any sugar for a long time.” 

“Where’s the horse going to get sugar?” Elizabeth asked. “We 
haven’t any out Jierc.” 

“Neigh! Neigh! Neigh!” Daddy said, galloping around in a circle 
on his hands and feet. 

“The horse is looking for sugar,” Robert said. “Look out! Don’t let 
the wild horse kick you!” 

Daddy stopped, twisted his head from side to side and raised his 
foot high into the air behind him. 

“Look out!” Robert cried. “The horse is getting ready to kick!” 

Daddy held his foot high up behind him a moment, and kicked. 
He kicked so hard it made his shoe come tumbling off. 

“The horse kicked his shoe off!” Elizabeth said. “Let’s be careful, 
because the horse is rmgry with us for not giving him some sugar. 
Oh, where will we find some sugar!” 

“I’m not afraid of the hoise,” Robert said. “Watch me! I’m going to 
ride him!” 

“He’ll throw you off,” said Elizabeth. “You’d better wait until he 
gets some sugar first.” 

“Watch me! This is the way to catch a wild horse and ride him 
away!” 
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"Neigh! Neigh! Neigh I” Daddy said, galloping off. He stopped and 
kicked high into the air with his other foot. That shoe did not come 
off as the other one had. 

“Here I go!” Robert said. “Watch me ride the wild horse all around 
the pasture!” 

Daddy stood still until Robert had climbed on his back. Then he 
shook his head from side to side, snorted, and pawed the lawn. 

“Let me ride, too,” Elizabeth begged. “I’d like to ride the wild 
horse.” 

She climbed on Daddy’s back behind Robert and held Robert 
around the waist so she would not be thrown off when the horse 
bucked and reared. 

“What are you getting down flat on the ground for, Daddy?” Rob- 
ert asked. “We are all on. You may get up now, Daddy. Make the 
wild horse snort and buck!” 

Daddy lay down flat on the lawn. Elizabeth got off, but Robert 
took a maple tree twig and tried to make the horse get-up. 

“The horse won’t get-up,” Robert said. “He wants to lie down." 

“Why don’t you play horse any more, Daddy?” Elizabeth asked. “If 
you are tired of playing horse, let’s play another game. I know a good 
one called ‘Hunting # the Kitty.’ Don’t you wish to play that with us? 
It’s lefts of fun, Daddy.” 

Robert got up and walked towards the porch. He stopped and 
looked back at Daddy and Elizabeth on the lawn. 

“I’m going to tell Mother you won’t olay with us any more, 
Daddy,” he said. “She’ll come out and make you play.” 

He ran into the house. Elizabeth moved closer to Daddy and began 
searching for four-leaf clovers in the grass. 

The red leaves on the maples in the yard were falling to the lawn. 
When a sudden gust of wind blew, the leaves spun and twirled on 
their stems, fluttering to the ground like small pieces of torn red paper. 
Over on the hi if 'the orange and gold trees rustled and bowed in the 
wind, shaking |hemselves until the under-side of the leaves turned 
outward to the sun. - 

Mother and Robert came out the front door and walked across the 
lawn. Mother put her finger over her lips so that no one would make 
a sound. She came closer, tiptoeing softly on the smooth lawn, trying 
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not to make any noise. Robert held her by the hand, holding his fin- 
ger over his lips, too. Elizabeth put her hand over her mouth, nodding 
her head up and down, and opening her eyes wider and wider. In an- 
other moment they could all scare Daddy, because he did not know 
that Mother and Robert were there. 

When Mother got almost in front of him, she took her finger from 
her lips and nodded at Robert and Elizabeth. He and Elizabeth were 
all but bursting with excitement. 

“Boo!” Mother cried, falling down beside Daddy on the grass. 

“Boo! Daddy!” Robert said. 

“Boo!” said Elizabeth, jumping up and down. 

Mother looked down at Daddy, waiting for him to raise his head 
and smile at her. She waited another moment and bent closer. 

A small Hack ant was crawling over his nose. On the back of his 
white shirt a big green grasshopper sat with his long legs all ready 
to spring. 

“Look at the funny grasshopper,” Robert said, touching it with a 
blade of grass. “He’s resting on Daddy’s chirt: Look at him jump so 
high!” 

“Shhh!” Mother said, putting her finger over her lips again. “Don’t 
make any sounds. Daddy is fast asleep ” 

“Then how can we play, if Daddy isn’t going to be the wild horse?” 
Elizabeth asked, pouting. 

“Playing horse isn’t much fun,” Robert said. “I would like to play 
something else when Daddy wakes up.” 

Mother sat down close to Daddy, taking one of his hands in hers 
She held his hand a moment, and dropped it. 

“What’s the matter?” Elizabeth asked, clutching Mother’s skirt. 
“Why did you scream, Mother?” 

Mother was biting her lips and looking down at Daddy’s white 
shirt where the big grasshopper had been sitting. A maroon* maple 
leaf fluttered down, spinning over and ver. It fell on Daddy’s shirt 
and lay there. 

“Will Daddy play with us again when he wakes up?” Robert asked. 
M We had almost finished playing horse, and there’re some other 
games we wish to play, too.” 



THE FIRST AUTUMN 


16 ? 


“Daddy kicked so hard while we were playing horse that his shoe 
came off,” Elizabeth said. “Look I Here it is I” 

She picked it up, and Mother took it ‘from her and held it in both 
of her hands, pressing it against her breast. Her fingers moved over 
it as if “she were trying to feel what it was without looking at it. 

The little black ant on Daddy’s nose crawled up to his forehead 
and stopped there to look at something. 

“We must go into the house now," Mother said, taking Elizabeth 
and Robert by the hands. “I want both of you to go to the playroom 
and stay there until I call you. Look at the pictures in your books, or 
build something with your blocks, but do not look out of the window 
until I call you. Run along now, Robert and Elizabeth. Mother will 
be busy for a long time.” 

They went into the house and Mother waited at the bottom of the 
stairs while they were going up to the playroom. She leaned against 
the newel post, holding close to her breast the shoe that Daddy had 
kicked off when he was the wild horse. 

“It’s a shame to stay indoors when it’s so nice out there,” Robert 
said. “All the red leaves will soon be gone.” 

“Will you call us the minute Daddy wakes up, Mother?” Elizabeth 
asked. “Please do. \ye wish to finish playing horse— and we have some 
new games to play, too.” 

“Yes,” Mother said, “I’ll call you.” 
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If Professor Perkins is still leafing through these pages, 
he will no doubt display renewed interest when he 
reads the title of this story. He will thin\, wrongly, that 
it is an episode from life. As far as I know, none of the 
events in the story ever took place; neither, as the say - 
ing goes, are any of the characters based upon the lives 
of actual persons, living or dead. 
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JT OR five years before I put on long pants we lived just far enough 
away from the Mississippi River to be above flood level. Yet even 
there the creeks would back up after a big storm up the river and 
flood the pastures and corn lands. But as long as we lived there the 
Mississippi never touched us. 

This was a queer country, all full of deep red gullies and low round 
hills with never a rock in sight. The earth was dark brown like delta 
silt, and it grew cornstalks so tall we had to break them down before 
the crop could be harvested. There were two or three Indian mounds 
near by, but nobody ever took the trouble to dig into them. People 
said they were filled with tomahawks and snake teeth and such things. 

We lived on a small farm and had a Jersey cow, a big white horse, 
and a flock of Rhode Island Red chickens. My father got up early 
every morning and milked the cow and fed the horse six ears of corn 
before he took me to school. We drove the big white* horse to the 
buggy and I was away until mid-afternoon. Then my father came for 
me and we went home. When we got there, we alwav had a hundred 
things to do. There was stove wood to enup, hay to th w down from 
the barn, water to pump, and dozens of other chores that had to be 
done every day. 

We raised corn for the horse and chicken’s. For the cow we stripped 
the cornstalks of fodder and carried it to the barn in tight little bun* 
dies tied with binding twine. My father and I plowed the corn. The 
garden, though, was a different matter. We did not have the right 
kind of implements ourselves; so we hired Mr. Kates to cultivate the 
garden. Mr. Kates lived over the hill on his own farm. He had a 
daughter about my own age and her name was Lucy Kates. 

Mr. Kates would come over and cultivate the garden and I would 
plow in the cornfield, while my father walked around to sec if every- 
thing was going just right. Lucy came over too sometimes, with her 
father, and watched me plow the corn. She was a big girl with red 
hair and sunburned neck. She always wore low-necked dresses,* and 
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on a hot day in summer her breasts would be as red as lire. I said 
something to my father about Lucy getting sunburned. 

“Why doesn’t Lucy Kates cover up the front of herself as we do?” 
I asked him. “Why does she want to get sunburned like that?” 

“She’s getting to be a woman,” my father said, “and women do all 
sorts of fool things.” 

I did not see that being a woman had anything to do with getting 
sunburned like a beet, but I never asked about it again. 

It was shortly after this that our cow went dry and we were with- 
out milk for almost a year. My mother got mad at my father and did 
not speak to him for several months. The fact is, she did not speak to 
him until the cow began giving milk again. Just before she stopped 
speaking to him, she told him all she thought of him for letting our 
cow go dry. It was my father’s fault. He let the cow go dry. 

Going back just before this, Mr. Kates owned a fine bull. The bull 
was pastured on the creek land next to ours. There was a barbed-wire 
fence separating the two farms and an old gate that had once been 
used when both farms belonged to Mr. Kates’ father. My father had 
bought a hundred-acre tract and built a house on it, and Mr. Kates 
nailed the gate up tight. 

The dryness of our cow was due to trouble between my father and 
Mr. Kates. It was like this: Mr. Kates wanted twenty-five dollars for 
the services of his bull and my father thought fifteen dollars was 
about right. Mr. Kates stood firm at twenty-five. 

Every time we saw Mr. Kates we asked him how much he wanted 
for the services of his bull, and it was always twenty-five and not a 
penny under. In the meantime, our cow was dry and getting fatter 
and lazier every day. My father missed his two glasses of milk every 
night for supper, but he did not say a word. My mother spoke only 
to me. When she had to have something of my father, I carried the 
message and returned the answer. They had never been like that be- 
fore, and it wai’ all because our cow went dry. 

Finally my father could bear it no longer. It was bad enough not 
having two glasses of milk for supper, but my mother refusing to 
speak to him was too much. So, when he got the next opportunity 
with the cow, he went down to the pasture after supper one night and 
helped her into the next lot. He came home and went straight to bed. 



IT HAPPENED LIKE THIS 


169 


Early next morning he went down and helped the cow home and 
nailed the gate back as it had been before he took it down. The cow 
slept under a tree all that day and the following night. 

Every morning when we left for school and when we returned in 
the afternoon, my father told my mother that we would have all the 
milk we wanted as soon as the cow got around to giving it. My 
mother look at him as if to say she would not speak a word until 
the cow was actually giving milk twice every day. 

Mr. Kates came over and plowed in the garden and asked my father 
if we wanted the services of his bull and my father shook his head. 
Mr. Kates went home wondering if he should let the bull’s services 
go for fifteen dollars, but he could never make up his mind. 

When cut* cow calved and Mr. Kates heard about it, he came over 
running. He knocked on our door and said he wanted to speak to my 
father. We went outside on the porch. 

“I hear your cow calved the other night,” he said to my father, still 
out of breaih from running over. 

“Yes, she calved night before last, Mr. Kates,” my father said 
proudly. “Do you want to take a look at them?” 

Mr. Kates said he would like to see them. The truth was that was 
why he came over in such a hurry. 

We got a lantern and went down to the barn and ooked at the 
cow and her calf. Mr. Kates walked all around the call, even climb- 
ing over the feed-trough to get a better look at him Mr. Kates was 
trying his best to trace the markings on the calf to see if they were 
anything like the ones on his bulk 

“Well, Mr. Kates, what do you think of him?” my father asked, 
slowly wiping his face with a handkerchief. 

“You got a pretty sturdy calf there, but it’s a pity you didn’t use my 
bull. My bull has got the best line of blood in this whole country, he 
has. Now, that calf won’t make nothing but butcher-shop meat. 
Whereas, if you had bred to my bull you would have a calf worth a 
lot of money.” 

“I guess he’s all right,” my father answered, still holding the hand- 
kerchief over his face. “His sire is a prize-winning Jersey. He is one 
of the best bulls in this part of the country, they tell me.” 
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Mr. Kates was trying his best to find out where our cow had been 
bred without coming straight out and asking point blank. He seemed 
to have a suspicion that his bull had been used, but he was not certain 
about it. 

“Did you take your cow a pretty far piece to breed her?'* he asked, 
looking straight at us. 

“No, not far," my father answered. “Just a little distance away.” 

“Well, the next time you want to breed your cow you had better 
bring her to my bull. He’s the best in the country.” 

We left the barn and walked up to the garden. 

"I guess it wouldn’t hurt your young vegetables any if I was to 
come over tomorrow and run a cultivator over the rows lightly, 
would it?” 

“You had better do that, Mr. Kates,” my father replied. “The earth 
needs loosening after that shower we had yesterday.” 

“Well, I’ll be going home now,” Mr. Kates said, opening the gate. 
“And I’ll be over the first thing in the morning to give those young 
vegetables a little cultivation.” 

“Just a minute, Mr. Kates,” my father said, holding out several bills. 
“I owe you about this much for some work I haven’t paid you for yet.” 

Mr. Kates took the money and counted it in the lantern light. 

“There’s fifteen dollars here — what’s it for ? I haven’t got this much 
coming to me.” 

“Yes, you have. I’ve figured it out and — found that I still owe you 
that much for services I’ve never paid for.” 

My mother came out on the front porch and called us in to supper. 
My father and I washed up and sat down at the table. There was a big 
pitcher of milk at my father’s place. 

"Is Mr. Kates coming over to cultivate the garden tomorrow, 
Henry?” she asked my father. 

“Yes, he’ll be over early in the morning,” said my father. 

“Well, I'm gla<J'of that,” she said. “The potatoes need cultivation 
badly.” • 

“Yes,” my father said* “I’ll tell him to plow the potatoes the first 
thing.” 

He poured himself two tumblers of milk and drank them down 
while he looked at me in a funny way over the rim of the glass. 
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The reader might be interested in knowing under what 
circumstances this story was written. I was living in 
Philadelphia at the time, sharing a three-d ollar-a-week 
furnished room with a Korean. The night before it 
was written I had attended a burlesque show on Arch 
Street, and was shot at and hit in the foot by a police- 
man off duty as l turned the corner of Eleventh Street. 
When l got up in the morning, l could not fnd any 
paper to write on, so I scrawled the story on the wall- 
paper and copied it on the typewriter the next day. 
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lVHEN Church came up the street after dinner, he had one of his 
father’s oat sacks that was large enough to hold a barrelful of walnuts. 
I had got a forty-eight-pound flour sack, and was waiting for him at 
the corner. 

“We’ll break our backs carrying these big sacks full of walnuts,” I 
said when Church stopped and showed me his. “Why didn’t you get a 
smaller one?” 

“Why didn’t you?” Church said. 

“It’s the only one I could find. We don’t have to get them full, any- 
way. I’d be satisfied with mine half full this time.” 

“Same here,” he said. “Come on. We won’t have time to find even 
a pocketful if we don’t hurry. I’ll bet somebody’s out there in the 
woods beating us to them right this minute.” 

We went up to the end of the street and crossed the cotton field 
behind P. G. Howard’s barn bordering the road. The field was about 
half a mile wide, and beyond the field were the woods where we 
hunted walnuts every fall. There were lots of walnut t e$ there, but 
the woods were so large that sometimes it took a long time to find any. 

“I hope we get some whoppers this time, Ray,” Church said, run- 
ning down the cotton rows and jumping ever the dried-up stalks. 
“I’d like to take home enough to fill a washtub, after they’re hulled 
and dried out.” 

The year before we brought home three or four loads of them, and 
after they had been hulled and spread out in the sun to ripen, we put 
away enough to last us almost all winter. 

“How about last year?” I said. “If we get that many again, we 
ought to sell some and make a little money.” 

“There’s no fun in that,” Church said, picking up a rock and throw- 
ing it ahead of us as far as he could. “I’d rather eat them, any day.” 

We crossed one of the lateral drain ditches that ran from the lower 
end of town to the creek. The ditch was dry at that time of year, bc- 
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cause it carried water off only during the winter rains. Down on the 
sandy bottom of the ditch were a lot of rabbit tracks. From the way 
it looked, rabbits must have learned to use the ditches when they were 
going somewhere so they could keep out of sight of the dogs that were 
always prowling around the cotton and oat fields looking for them. 

Church stood on the side of the ditch and kicked some dirt down 
to the bottom. 

“I'll bet rabbits have a hard time getting out of there when they fall 
in,” he said. “I’d hate to be a rabbit.” 

“They have a better time than we do,” I said. “And, anyway, they 
have steps and paths they can use when they want to get out.” 

Church kicked some more dirt down into the ditch. Like all the 
drain ditches that had been dug near town, it was about six feet deep 
and two or three feet wide at the bottom. It was not hard to jump 
across any of them, but dogs and rabbits fell in sometimes when they 
were not watching what they were doing. 

Church walked backward and got a running start and jumped 
across, and I followed him. The woods were not far away then, and 
we did not stop again until we had got there. The oak trees were so 
tall that they hid all the other trees from sight, and it was hard work 
looking for walnut trees. After we had gone almost to the other side 
of the woods, we found a walnut tree, a big one, too; but somebody 
had beat us to it, and there was not a single one left on the tree or 
ground. Whoever it was had taken the crop, and they had even hulled 
some of them there instead of taking them home first. 

“That’s what I was afraid of,” Church said, throwing down his sack 
and looking at the hulls on the ground. “But I’d like to know who’s 
been getting walnuts in these woods, just the same.” 

“They couldn’t have found them all,” I said. “I’ll bet there are a 
hundred more trees all around us.” 

I started off, aid Church picked up his sack and came behind. It 
was easy to see that he was angry because we had not come sooner. 
When we got to the other side of the woods, we had not found a 
single walnut. 

“What do .you know about that, Ray?” he said, kicking his father’s 
oat sack around on the ground. 
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"Let’s try the grove on the other side of that field,” I told him. 
"There are bound to be walnuts somewhere ” 

Church picked up his sack and came along, dragging it on the 
ground behind him. 

We had gone half-way across the field towards the second grove 
when we came to another drain ditch. We were about to jump over it 
when I happened to see somebody lying on the sandy bottom a dozen 
yards away. I caught Church by the sleeve before he could jump, and 
pulled him back. 

“What’s the matter, Ray?” Church asked. 

“Don’t talk so loud,” I told him, pulling him back out of sight of 
the ditch. “There’s somebody down in there, Church.” 

“Where?” he said, looking scared. 

I pointed where I had seen somebody. 

“What are we going to do?” he asked, trembling a little. “We’d bet- 
ter go back home, hadn’t we?” 

I got down on my hands and knees, and Church dropped beside 
me, keeping as close as he could. 

“Wait till I see who it is,” I told him. “I’m going to crawl up there 
and find out. It’s funny for somebody to be out here lying in the bot- 
tom of a ditch like that.” 

Church would not follow me until I had got almost to the edge of 
the ditch. Then he came hurrying up behind me. 

“Don’t let anybody see us, Ray,” he said. “They might shoot, or 
something.” 

I crawled slowly to the side, holding my breath* and looked down 
at the bottom. Annie Dunn was lying on her back on the sand, star- 
ing straight up into the blue sky. Her clothes were knotted around 
her, and she was covered with streaks of red clay that looked like 
fresh blood in the sunshine. She was as still as the silence all around 
us then, but she looked as if she had been having a terrible fight with 
somebody down there. 

Annie lived around the block from us, and she was always going 
somewhere or coming back. She never stayed at home much after her 
father got killed in the Hour mill, and sometimes her mother came 
to our house to ask if any of us had seen Annie. 

Church caught my sleeve and tried to pull me away. I shooR my 
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head and pulled away from him. After a while he stopped trying to 
make me leave and came back to where I was at the edge of the ditch. 
Annie had not moved an inch since we first saw her. 

"Hello, Annie,” I said 

Some pieces of earth broke loose from the side of the ditch and fell 
tumbling down upon her. She looked straight into our faces. 

"What’s the matter, Annie?” Church said, so scared he could hardly 
be still long enough to look at her. 

Annie looked straight at us but did not say a word. 

“What are you doing down there in the bottom of that ditch, 
Annie?” I asked her. “You look like you’ve been fighting somebody 
down there, Annie.” 

Annie closed her eyes, and a moment later her face was as white 
as a boll of cotton. While we watched her, she doubled up into a knot; 
then she began kicking the sides of the ditch with her feet. One shoe 
had come off, and the sole of her stocking on her foot was caked with 
damp red clay. Church backed off a little, but when Annie screamed, 
he hurried back to see what the matter was with her. 

When she had quieted down again, Church looked at her with his 
mouth hanging open. “Are you hurt, Annie?” he said. “What’s hurt- 
ing you to make you scream like that? Why won’t you say anything, 
Annie?” 

“Why don’t you get up from there and go home, Annie?” I asked 
her. 

Annie screamed again, and then she lay still for a while, not making 
a sound or a motion. Some of the color came back to her face, and 
she opened her eyes and looked up at us in the same way she had the 
first time. 

“Don’t tell anybody, Ray, you and Church,” she said weakly. “I 
don’t want anybody to know.” 

She sounded so much like someone begging you to do something 
for her that you cStild not keep from making a silent promise. 

“You’d better get up from there, now,” Church said. 

“I can’t,” Annie said.' “I can’t get up, Church.” 

“Don’t you want to?” Church said. 

Annie shook her head as much as she could. 

“I*m going to tell your mamma, Annie,” he said. “If you don’t get 
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up from the bottom of that ditch and go home, I’m going straight 
and tell your mamma.” 

Annie’s face suddenly became white again, and she dug her hands 
into the sides of the ditch, squeezing the moist red clay until it oozed 
between her fingers. She began screaming again. 

“I’m going home,” Church said. “I’m not going to stay here.” 

I was scared, too, but I did not think we should go away and leave 
Annie lying there screaming in the bottom of the ditch. I caught 
Church’s sleeve and held him. 

Some more dirt broke loose under our hands and fell tumbling 
down into the ditch upon Annie. She seemed not. to notice it at all. 

When she stopped screaming and opened her eyes and looked up 
at us, she did not look like Annie at all. The color had not come back 
to her checks. 

“Don’t tell anybody, Ray, you and Church,” she said weakly. 
“Will you promise?” 

“Why not, Annie?” Church said. “Why don’t you want us to tell 
anybody?” 

“I’m having a baby,” she said, closing her eyes. 

Church leaned so far forward that a whole armful of clay and sand 
broke loose and fell down into the ditch. Some of it covered one of 
her legs. 

We backed away from the ditch, not getting up froi our hands 
and knees until we were a dozen yards away. 

“Let’s get away from here,” Church said, holding his breath between 
the words. “I want to go home.” 

We ran across the field. When we were half-way across, I happened 
to think about our walnut sacks that we had left at the drain ditch, 
but I did not say a word to Church about them. When we reached 
the grove, Church was all out of breath, and we had to stop a minute 
and lean against some of the trees to get our wind back. 

“Do you think Annie’s going to die, it ly?” he said, holding his 
breath between the words and almost choking each time he said one 
of them. 

I did not know what to say. I started running again, and Church 
began crying because he was behind. By the time we had got to* the 
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field behind P. G. Howard’s bam, Church was crying so much he 
could not see where to run. He (ell down and tumbled head over 
heels two or three times, but I did not stop to wait for him to catch 
up. I kept on running until I got on our front porch. 
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We were wording the Anthracite Region that summer, 
the Major and me. We would go into a place lil(e 
Shamokin around ten o’clock in the morning and by 
seven o’clock in the evening we'd have four or five 
hundred dollars in our pockets. It was as easy as that. 
Nobody asked too many questions, and the blueprints 
he handed out for receipts were works of art . We had 
to work fast, because the dam at Muscle Shoe had 
been completed and water was getting deeper over 
those building lots every time we drew a breath. 
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JL HE water was up again. It had been raining for almost two whole 
days, and the creek was full to the banks. Dawn had broken gray that 
morning, and for the first time that week the sky was blue and warm. 

Les pulled off his shirt and unbuckled his pants. Les never had to 
bother with underwear, because as soon as it was warm enough in 
the spring to go barefooted he hid his union suit in a closet and left 
it there until fall. His mother was not alive, and his father never both- 
ered about the underclothes. 

“I wish we had a shovel to dig out some of the muck,” he said. 
"‘Every time it rains this hole fills up with this stuff. I’d go home and 
get a shovel, but if they saw me they’d make me stay there and do 
something.” 

While Les was hanging his shirt and pants on a bush, I waded out 
into the yellow water. The muck on the bottom was ankle deep, and 
there were hundreds of dead limbs stuck in it. I pulled out some of 
the largest and threw them on the other bank out of Lhe way. 

“How’s the water, Jack?” Les asked. “How deep is j this time?” 

I waded out to the middle of the creek where the current was the 
strongest. The yellow water came almost up to my shoulders. 

“Nearly neck deep,” I said. “But there’s about a million dead limbs 
stuck in the bottom. Hurry up and help me throw them out.” 

. Les came splashing in. The muddy water gurgled and sucked 
around his waist. 

“I’ll bet somebody comes down here every day and pitches these 
dead limbs in here,” Les said, making a face. “I don’t see how else 
they could get here. Dead tree limbs don’" fall into a creek this fast. 
Somebody is throwing them in, and I’ll bet a pretty he doesn’t live a 
million miles away, either.” 

“Maybe Old Howes does it, Les.” 

“Sure, he does it. He’s the one I’m talking about. I’ll bet anything 
he comes down and th r ows limbs in every day.” 
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Les stepped on a sharp limb. He held his nose and squeezed his 
eyes and ducked under and pulled it out. 

“You know what?” Les said. 

“What?” 

“Old Howes told Pa we scared his cows last Saturday. He said we 
made them run so much he couldn’t get them to letdown their milk 
Saturday night.” 

“This creek bottom isn’t his. Old Howes doesn’t own anything 
down here except that pasture on the other side of the fence. We 
haven’t even been on the other side of the fence this year, have we?” 

“I haven’t seen Old Howes’ cows all summer. If I did see them, I 
wouldn’t run them. He just told Pa that because he doesn’t want us 
to come swimming in the creek." 

Pieces of dead bark and curled chips suddenly came floating down 
the creek. Somewhere up there the trash had broken loose from a limb 
or something across the water. I held my arms V-shaped and caught 
the bark and chips and threw them out of the way. 

Les said something, diving down to pull up a dead limb. The muck 
on the bottom of the creek was so deep we could not take a step with- 
out first pulling our feet out of the sticky mud; otherwise we would 
have fallen flat on our faces in the water. The muck had a stink like 
a pig jsen. 

Les threw the big limb out of sight. 

“If Old Howes ever comes down while we’re here and tells us to 
get out of the creek, let’s throw muck at him. Are you game, Jack.? 
Wouldn’t you like to do that to him just once?” 

“That’s what we ought to do to him, but we’d better not, Les. He 
would go straight and tell my folks, and your Pa.” 

“I’m not scared of Old Howes,” Les said, making a face. “He hasn’t 
got me buffaloed. He wouldn’t do anything. He’s scared to tell any- 
body. He knows we’d catch him some time and mud-cake him.” . 

“I don’t know, I said. “He told on me that time I caught his drake 
and put it in that chicken run of his.” 

“That was a long tifne— ” Les stopped and listened. 

Somebody had stepped on a dead limb behind the bushes. The crack 
of the wood was loud enough to be heard above the splashing and 
gufgling in the creek. 
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“What’s that?” both of us said. 

“Who’s that?” Lcs asked me. 

“Listen!” I said. “Duck down and be quiet.” 

Behind the bushes we could hear someone walking on dead twigs 
and dry leaves. Both of us squatted down in the water until only our 
heads were above it. 

“Who is it?” Les whispered to me. 

I shook my head, holding my nose under the water. 

The yellow water swirled and gurgled through the tree roots beside 
us. The roots had been washed free of earth by the high waters many 
years before, and now they were old-looking and covered with bark. 

Les squatted lower and lower until only his eyes and the top of his 
head were showing. He held his nose under the water with both 
hands. The water was high, and its swiftness and muddy-heaviness 
made gurgling sounds that echoed up and down the creek. 

Suddenly the bushes parted, and Jenny came through. When Les 
saw her, his eyes popped open and he jerked his head above the water 
to get his breath. The noise he made when the water bubbled scared 
all three of us for a moment. 

Jenny was Old Howes* daughter. She was about our age, possibly a 
year or two older. 

Les saw her looking at our clothes hanging on thr bushes. He 
nudged me with his elbow. ' 

“What are you doing down here?” Les said gruffly, trying to scare 
her. 

“Can’t I confe if I want to?” 

“You can’t come down here when we’re in swimming. You’re not 
a boy.” 

“I can come if I wish to, smarty,” Jenny said. “This creek doesn’t 
belong to you.” 

“It doesn’t belong to you, either,” Les said, making a face. “What 
are you going to do about that?” 

“All right,” Jenny said, “if you are going to be so mean about it, 
Leslie Blake, I’ll take your clothes and hide them where you’ll never 
find them again as long as you live. What are you going to do about 
that?” 

N 
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Jenny reached for the clothes. She grabbed Les’s pants and my shirt 
and union suit. 

Les caught my arm and pulled me towards the bank. We couldn’t 
hurry at first, because we had to jerk our feet out of the tnuck before 
we could move at all. 

“Let’s duck her, Jack,” Les whispered. “Let’s give her a good duck- 
ing. Come on.” 

We crawled up the bank and caught Jenny just as she was starting 
to run through the bushes with our clothes. Les locked his arms 
around her waist and I caught her arms and pulled as hard as I could. 

“I’ll scream!” Jenny said. “If you don’t stop, I’ll scream at the top 
of my lungs. Papa is in the pasture, and he’ll come right away. You 
know what he’ll do to both of you, don’t you?” 

“We’re not afraid of anybody,” Les said, scowling and trying to 
scare her. 

I put my hand over her mouth and held her with one arm locked 
around her neck. Together we pulled and dragged her back to the 
bank beside the creek. 

“Don’t you want to duck her, Jack?” Les said. “Don’t you think 
we ought to? She’s been telling Old Howes tales about us. She’s a 
tattle-tale tit.” 

“We ought to duck her, all right,” I said. “TBut suppose she goes 
and tells on us about that?” 

“When we get through ducking her, she won’t tell any more tales 
on us. We’ll duck her until she promises and crosses her heart never 
to tell anybody. She’s the one who’s been throwing dead limbs into 
the creek every day. I’ll bet anything she’s the one who’s been 
doing it.” 

Jenny was helpless while we held her. Les had her around the 
waist with both arms, and I still held her neck locked in the crook 
of my left arm. S^e tried to bite my hand over her mouth, but every 
time she tried to hurt me, I squeezed her neck so hard she had to 
*ojp. 

* A 'is a little afraid to duck Jenny, because once we had ducked a 

Som named Bisco, and it had almost drowned him. We ducked 
of the 0 many times he couldn’t breathe, and he became limp all over, 
gufrglad to stretch him out on the ground and roll him over and over, 
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and all the time we were doing that, yellow creek water was running 
out of his mouth. I was afraid we might drown Jenny. I didn’t know 
what would happen to us if we did that. 

“I know what let’s do to her, Les,” I said. 

“What?” * 

“Let’s mud-cake her.” 

“What’s the matter with ducking her? It will scare her and make 
her stop throwing dead limbs into the creek. It’ll stop her from tell- 
ing tales about us, too.” 

“We’d better not duck her, Les,” I said. “Remember the time we 
ducked Bisco? We nearly drowned him. I don’t want anything like 
that to happen again.” 

Les thought a while, looking at Jenny’s back. She was kicking and 
scratching all rbe time, bur she couldn’t begin to hurt us, and we had 
her so she couldn’t get loose. 

“All right,” Les said. “We’ll mud-cake her then. “That’s just as 
good as ducking, and it’ll teach her a lesson. It’ll make her stop being 
a tattle-tale tit.” * 

“She’s going to tell on us anyway, so we’d better do a good job of 
it this time. But it ought to make her stop throwing dead limbs into 
the swimming hole, anyway.” 

“She won’t tell on us after we get through with h*T,” Les said. 
“She won’t tell anybody. She won’t even tell Old Ho s. Ducking 
and mud-caking always stops kids from telling tales. It’s tne only way 
to cure it.” 

“All right,” I said, “let’s do it to her. She needs ducking, or mud- 
caking, or something. Somebody has got to do it to her, and we’re 
the right ones to make a good job of it. I’ll bet she won’t bother us 
again after we get through with her.” 

Les threw Jenny on the ground beside the bank, locking her arms 
behind her back and holding her face in the earth so she couldn’t 
make any noise. Les had to straddle he, neck to keep her still. 

“Take off her clothes, Jack,” Les said. “I’ve got her. She can’t get 
away as long as I’m holding her.” 

I reached down to pull off her dress, and she kicked me full in the 
stomach with both feet. When I fell backward and tried to sifr up, 
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there was no breath left in me. I opened my mouth and tried to yell 
at Les, but I couldn’t even whisper. 

“What’s the matter, Jack?” Les said, turning his head and looking 
at me. 

I got up on both knees and doubled over, holding my stftmach with 
both arms. 

“What’s the matter with you, Jack?” he said. “Did she kick you?” 

Les’s back had been turned and he had not seen what Jenny had 
done to me. 

“Did she kick me!” I said weakly. “It must have been her, but it 
felt like a mule. She knocked all of the wind out of me.” 

“Sit on her legs, then,” Les said. “She can’t kick you if you do that.” 

I ran down to the side of the creek and came back with a double 
handful of yellow muck. When I dug it out of the creek, it had made 
a sucking sound, and the odor was worse than any that ever came 
out of a pig pen. The muck in the creek stank worse than anything I 
had ever smelled. It was nothing but rotted leaves and mud, but it 
smelled like decayed eggs and a lot of other things. 

I got Jenny’s dress off and tossed it on the bushes so it would not 
get covered with muck. Les was able to hold her arms and cover her 
mouth at the same time by then, because she was not nearly so strong 
as either of us. 

“She’s got underwear on, Les,” I said. 

“Sure she has,” Les said. “All girls wear underclothes. That’s what 
makes them so sissy.” 

“You’re not talking about me, are you?” I said, looking at him. 
“Because if you are ” 

“I'm talking about her,” Les said. “I know you have to wear the 
stuff because your people make you do it. But girls like to have it on. 
They don’t want to go without it. That’s why girls are so sissy.” 

“All right,” I said, “but don’t try to get nasty with me, because 
I’ll ” * 

“You won’t do anything, so shut up. Hurry and take her clothes 
off” 

“Are we going to strip her naked?” I said. 

“Sure,” Les said. “We’ve got to. We can’t mud-cake her if we don’t 
stripber, can we?” 
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“I know that,” I said, “but suppose Old Howes came down and 
saw us ” 

“Old Howes wouldn’t do nothing but spit and slip up in it. Who’s 
scared of him, anyway? I’m not.” 

After we had struggled with Jenny a while longer, and after her 
underclothes were finally off, Les said he was tired of holding her. 
He was puffing and blowing as if he had been running five miles 
without stopping to rest. 

I took Jenny’s arms and put my hand over her mouth and sat on 
her neck. Les picked up a big handful of muck and threw it at her. 
The muck struck her on the stomach, making a sound like slapping 
water with a plank. He threw another handful. It splattered all 
over us. 

While Les was running to the creek for another load, I turned Jenny 
over so he could smear some on her back. She did not struggle any 
more now, but I was afraid to release my grip on her arms or to take 
my hand off her mouth. When I had turned her over, she lay mo- 
tionless on the ground, not even kicking her feet any more. 

“This’ll fix her,” Les said, coming back with his hands and arms 
full of yellow muck. “She’s had it coming to her for a long time. 
Maybe it’ll stop her from being a tattle-tale tit.” 

He dropped the mass on her back and ran back for some more. 

“Rub that in while I’m getting another load, Jack,” he ^aid. “That’s 
what she needs to make her stop throwing dead limbs ii the creek. 
She won’t tell any more tales about us, either.” 

I reached over and with one hand smeared the muck up and 
down Jenny’s back, on her legs, and over her arms and shoulders. 
I tried not to get any of it in her hair, because I knew how hard it 
was to try to wash it out with yellow creek water. 

“Turn her over,” Les said, dropping down beside us with a new 
load of muck. “We’re just getting started on her.” 

I turned Jenny over again, and she did not even try to get loose 
from me. Les had begun to spread the mi * k over her, rubbing it into 
her skin. He took a handful and smeared it over her legs and thighs 
and stomach. Then he took another handful and rubbed it over her 
shoulders and breasts. Jenny still did not attempt to move, though she 
squirmed a little when Les rubbed the most tender parts of her bpdy 
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with the mass of rotted leaves and mud. Most of the time she lay as 
still as if she had been sound asleep. 

“That’s funny,” I said. 

“What’s funny?” Les asked, looking up. 

“She’s not even trying to get loose now.” 

“That’s because she’s foxy,” Les said. “She’s just waiting for a good 
chance to break away. Here, let me hold her a while.” 

Les took my place and I picked up a handful of muck and began 
spreading it over her. The muck was not sticky any longer, and when 
I smeared it on her, it felt slick and smooth. When my hands moved 
over her, I could feel that her body was much softer than mine, and 
that parts of her were very soft. When I smeared the slick mud over 
her breasts, it felt so smooth and soft that I was afraid to touch her 
there again. I glanced at her face, and I saw her looking at me. From 
the way she looked at me, I could not help thinking that she was not 
angry with us for treating her like that. I even thought that perhaps 
if Les had not been there she would have let me mud-cake her as long 
as I wished to. 

“What are you doing, Jack?” Les said. “That’s a funny way to 
spread muck on her.” 

“We’ve got enough on her, Les. Let’s not put any more on her. 
Let’s let her go home now. She’s had enough.” 

“What’s the matter with you?” Les said, scowling. “We’re not half 
finished with her yet. We’ve got to put another coat of muck on her.” 

Jenny looked up when Les said that, and her eyes opened wider. 
She did not have to speak to tell me what she wished to say. 

“That’s enough, Les,” I said. “She’s a girl. That’s enough for a girl.” 

I don’t know, but somehow I believed that Les felt the same way 
I did, only he did not want to admit it. Now that we had stripped 
her and had smeared her all over with muck, neither of us could 
forget that Jennj£ was a girl. We had treated her as though she were 
a boy, but she remained a girl still. 

“If we let you up now, will you promise not to yell?” Les asked her. 

Jenny nodded her head, and Les dropped his hand from her mouth. 

We both expected to hear her say what she was going to do, and 
what she was going to tell, because of the way we had treated her; 
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but the moment she was freed she sat up quickly and tried to cover 
herself with her arms, without once speaking. 

As soon as we saw that she was not going to call for Old Howes, 
Les and I ran to the creek and dived head on into it. We squatted 
down until only our heads were showing above the water and began 
scrubbing the muck off us. Jenny looked at us, covering herself as 
much as she could. 

She still had not said anything to us. 

“Let’s get dressed and run for home,” Les said. “Pa would tear me 
up into little pieces if he caught me down here now, with her like 
that.” 

Jenny covered her eyes while we dashed out of the water and 
grabbed our clothes. We ran behind the bushes to dress. While we 
were standing there, we could hear Jenny splashing in the creek, 
scrubbing the muck from her. 

Les had only his shirt and pants to put on, and he was ready to go 
before I could even straighten out my union suit. He buckled his 
pants and started backing off with his shirt tail hanging out while he 
tried to find the right buttons for the buttonholes. I had been in such 
a hurry to jump into the creek when we first came that I had tangled 
my union suit, and when I would get the arms straight, the legs 
would be wrong side out. Les kept backing farther and farther away 
from me. 

“What’s the matter?” he said. “Why don’t you hurry? ' 

“I can’t get this union suit untangled.” 

“That’s what you get for wearing underclothes in summer.” 

“I can’t help it,” I said, “and you know it.” 

“Well, it’s not my fault, is it?” 

“Aren’t you going to wait for me?” 

“I can’t, Jack,” he said, backing away faster. He suddenly turned 
around and began running. “I’ve got to go home.” 

“I thought you said you weren’t scared of Old Howes, or of any- 
body else!” I yelled after him, but if he hvjrd me, he pretended not 
to understand what I had said. 

After Les had gone, I took my time. There was no need to hurry, 
because I was certain that no matter what time I got home, Jenny 
would tell Old Howes what we had done to her, and he would edme 
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and tell my folks all about it. I wished to have plenty of time to 
think of what I was going to say when I had to face everybody and 
tell the truth. 

Jenny had left the creek by the time I was ready to button my shirt, 
and she had only to slip her underclothes over her head and to put on 
her dress to be ready to go home. She came through the bushes while 
I was still fumbling with my shirt buttons. 

“What’s the matter, Jack?” she asked, smiling just a little. “Why 
didn't you run off with Leslie?” 

“I couldn’t get dressed any quicker,” I said. 

I was about to tell her how my union suit was so tangled that I had 
had to spend most of the time struggling with that, but I thought 
better of saying it. 

She came several steps closer, and I started to run from her. 

“Where are you going?” she said. “What are you running for?” 

I stopped, turned around, and looked at Jenny. Now that she was 
dressed, she looked the same as she had always looked. She was the 
same in appearance, but somehow I knew that she was not the same, 
after what had happened beside the creek. I could not forget the sen- 
sation I had felt when my hands, slick with mud, had touched the 
softness of her body. As I looked at her, I believed I felt it again, be- 
cause I knew that without the dress and the underclothes she would 
always remain the same as she was when I had first touched her. 

“Why don’t you wait for me, Jack?” she said. 

I wanted to run away from her, and I wanted to run to her. I stood 
still while she came closer. 

“But you're going to tell, aren’t you ? Aren’t you going to tell what 
we did to you?” 

She had come to where I stood, and I turned and walked beside 
her, several feet away. We went through the bushes and out through 
the woods to thcflhroad. There was no one in sight, and we walked 
together until we reached her house. 

Just before we got to the gate I felt my hand touch hers. I don’t 
know, but somehow, whether it was true or not, I believed she had 
taken my hand and held it in hers for a moment. When I suddenly 
looked to see, because I wanted to know if she really had taken my 
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hand and squeezed it, she turned the other way and went through 
‘the gate. 

I waited in the middle of the road until she walked up the front 
step and crossed the porch. She stopped there a moment and brushed 
her dress with her hands, as if she wanted to be sure that there was 
no muck clinging to it. When she opened the door and went inside, 
I was not certain whether she had glanced at me over her shoulder, 
or whether I merely imagined she had. Anyway, I believed she had, 
because I felt her looking at me, just as I was sure that she had held 
my hand for a moment. 

“Jenny won’t tell,” I said, running up the road towards home. 
“Jenny won’t tell,” I kept saying over and over again all the way 
there. 




MY OLD MAN 


As a rule 1 do noi read the stories 1 write. This case is 
an exception. 1 read the first part of this story and im- 
mediately wrote the second. Afterwards I went bacl \ 
and read the first pan for the second time, and straight- 
way wrote the third part. By now the reader may won- 
der why l did not write a fourth part. The reason is, 
simply, that l did not read it again. 




MY OLD MAN 

(in Three Parts ) 


I. THE NIGHT MY OLD MAN CAME HOME 

The dogs barked at a little before midnight, and Ma got up to look 
out the window. It was a snowy night about two weeks before 
Christmas. The wind had died down a little since supper, but not 
enough to keep it from whistling around the eaves every once in a 
while. It was just the kind of white winter night when it felt good to 
be in bed with plenty of covers to keep warm. 

The light was burning in the hall, because we always kept one 
light on all night. Ma did not turn on the light in the room right 
away. She could see better what was going on outside when the 
room was dark. 

She did not say a word for quite a while. The dogs growled some, 
and then started in barking again. They were kept chained at the 
side of the house all night; if they had been allowed ic run loose, 
they would have chewed up a lot of people who came * t that way 
after dark. It was a good thing for my old man, too; they would have 
chewed him up as quick as they would have someoody they had 
never smelt before. My old man was away fiom home so much he 
was just like a stranger, anyway. The last time he was there was in 
the summer, and he only stayed about five minutes then. He came 
back for a pair of pants he had left hanging on a nail in the wood- 
shed the winter before. 

“That s him, all right,” Ma said, tapping the window-sill with the 
door key. She was no more mad than usual, but that was enough. 
When she tapped the woodwork with things like the door key, it 
was the only sign anybody needed to know how she was feeling. 

Presently there was a rumble that sounded like a two-horse wagon 
crossing a plank bridge. Then a jar shook the house like somebody 
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had taken a sledge hammer and knocked most of the foundation from 
under it. 

That was my old man trying out the front steps and porch in the 
dark to see if they would hold his weight. He was always afraid 
somebody was going to set a trap for him when he came home, some- 
thing like loosening the boards on the porch in such a way that he 
would fall through and have to lie there until Ma could reach him 
with the broom or something. 

“He’s going to come home like this just once too many some of 
these times,” Ma said. “I’m getting sick and tired of it.” 

“I want to get up and see him,” I said. “Please, Ma, let me.” 

“You stay right where you are, William, and pull those covers up 
over your head,” Ma said, tapping some mc.e on the sill with the 
door key. “When he gets in here, he’s not going to be any fit sight 
for you to look at.” 

I got up on my knees and elbows and pulled the covers over my 
head. When I thought Ma had stopped looking that way, I pulled 
the covers back just enough so I could see out. 

The front door banged open, almost breaking the glass in the top 
part. My old man never did act like he cared anything about the glass 
in the door, or about the furniture, or about anything else in the 
house. He came home once and picked Ma’s sewing machine to pieces, 
and Ma had a dickens of a time saving up enough to get it fixed. 

I never knew my old man could make so much racket. It sounded 
like he was out in the hall jumping up and down to see if he could 
stomp the floor clear through the ground. All the pictures on the wall 
shook, and some of them turned cockeyed. Even the big one of 
Grandpa turned sidewise. 

Ma turned the light on and went to the fireplace to kindle the fire. 
There were lots of embers in the ashes that glowed red when she 
fanned them with a newspaper and laid some kindling over them. As 
soon as the kindling began to blaze, she put on two or three chunks 
of wood and sat dow.n on the hearth with her back to the fire to wait 
for my old man to come into the room. 

He was banging around out in the hall all that time, sounding like 
he was trying to kick all the chairs down to the far end next to the 
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kitchen. In the middle of it he stopped and said something to some- 
body he had with him. 

Ma got up in a hurry and put her bathrobe on. She looked in the 
mirror a time or two and straightened her hair. It was a big surprise 
for him to bring somebody home with him like that. 

“You cover up your head and go to sleep like I told you, William,” 
Ma said. 

“I want to see him,” I begged her. 

“Don’t argue with me, William,” she said, patting her bare foot on 
the floor. “Go and do like I told you once already.” 

I pulled the covers up, but slipped them back enough to see out. 

The door to the hall opened a couple of inches. I got up on my 
knees and elbows again so I could see better. Just then my old man 
kicked the door open wiih his foot. It flew back against the wall, 
knocking loose dust that nobody knew was there before. 

“What do you want, Morris Stroup?” Ma said, folding her arms 
and glaring at him. “What do you want this time?” 

“Come on in and make yourself comfortably at home,” my old 
man said, turning around and jerking somebody into the room by 
the arm. “Don’t be backward in my own house.” 

He pulled a girl about half the size of Ma into the room and pushed 
her around until they were over against Ma’s sewing machine. Ma 
turned on her feet, watching them just like she had been a weather- 
vane following the wind. 

It was pretty seiious to watch my old man drunk and reeling, and 
to see Ma so mad she could not get a word out of her mouth. 

“Say ‘Howdy,* ” he told the girl. 

She never said a thing. 

My old man put his arm around her neck and bent her over. He 
kept it up, making her bow like that at Ma, and then he got to doing 
it too, and pretty soon they were keeping time bowing. They did it 
so much that Ma’s head started bobbing up and down, just like she 
could not help herself. 

I guess I must have snickered out loud, because Ma looked kind 
of silly for a minute, and then she went and sat down by the fire. 

“Who’s she?” Ma asked, acting like she was pretty anxious to find 
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out. She even stopped looking cross for a little while. “Who is she, 
Morris?” 

My old man sat down heavy enough to break the bottom out of 
the chair. 

“She?” he said. “She’s Lucy. She’s my helper nowadays.” 

He turned around in the chair and looked over at me on my knees 
and elbows under the cover. 

“Howdy, son,” he said. “How’ve you been?” 

“Pretty well,” I said, squeezing down on my knees and trying to 
think of something to say so I could show him how glad I was to 
see him. 

“Still growing, ain’t you, son?” he said. 

“A little, I reckon,” I told him. 

“That’s right. That’s the thing to do. Just keep it up, son. Some 
day you’ll be a man before you know it.” 

“Pa, I ” 

Ma picked up a piece of kindling and slung it at him. It missed 
him and hit the wall behind him. My old man jumped up on his feet 
and danced around like it had hit him instead of the wall. He reeled 
around like that until he lost his footing, and then he slid down the 
wall and sat on the 'floor. 

He reached over and got his hands on a straight-back chair. He 
looked it over carefully, and then he started pulling the rungs out. 
Every time he got one loose, he pitched it into the fireplace. 

When all the rungs and legs were out, he started picking the slats 
out of the back and throwing them into the fire. Ma never said a 
word. She just sat and looked at him all the time. 

“Let’s go, Morris,” the girl Lucy said. It was the first thing she had 
said since she got there. Both Ma and me looked at her sort of sur- 
prised, and my old man cut his eyes around too, like he had forgotten 
she was there. ‘^Morris, let’s go,” she said. 

Lucy looked all but scared to death, it was easy to see. Everybody 
had stared at her so much, and Ma was acting so mad, that it was 
hdswondcr. 

“Sit down and make yourself comfortable,” my old man told her. 
“Jtiit jsit. Lucv.” 
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She reached for one of the chairs and sat down just like he told 
her to. 

The way she was sitting there, and Ma’s mad streak on, and my 
old man picking the chair to pieces was a funny sight to see. I guess 
I must have snickered again out loud, because Ma turned around at 
me and shook her finger and motioned for me to pull the covers up 
over my head, and to go to sleep too, I guess. But I could never go to 
sleep while all that was going on, when I had not seen my old man 
for so long a time, and Ma must have known it. I just squeezed down 
on my elbows and knees as much as I could, and kept on looking. 

“When you get that chair picked to pieces, Morris Stroup, you can 
just hand me over seven dollars to pay for a new one,” Ma said, rock- 
ing back and forth. 

“Shucks, Mrmha,” my old man said. “Shucks, I don’t believe there’s 
a chair in the whole world that I’d give more than a dollar, maybe 
two, for.” 

Ma jerked out of her spell like a snapped finger. She jumped up 
and grabbed the broom from the side of the mantelpiece and started 
for him. She beat him over the head with it until she saw how much 
damage she was doing to the broomstraw, and then she stopped. She 
had beat out so much straw that it was scattered all over the floor. 
After that she turned the broom around and began pok ; ng him with 
the handle. 

My old man got up in a hurry and staggered across the room to the 
closet, throwing what was left of the chair into the fi/e as he passed 
it. He opened the closet door and went inside. He did something to 
the lock, because no matter how hard Ma tried, she could not make 
the door open after he had closed it. 

By that time Ma was so mad she did not know what she was doing. 
She sat down on the edge of the bed and pinned her hair up a little. 

“This is nice goings-on at this time of night, Morris Stroup!” she 
yelled at him through the door. “What Mnd of a child can I raise 
with things like this going on in the house?” 

She did not even wait for my old man to answer her. She just spun 
around toward Lucy, the girl my old man had brought along with 
him. 
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“You can have him,” Ma said, “but you’ve got to keep him away 
from here.” 

“He told me he wasn’t married,” Lucy told Ma. “He said he was a 
single man all the time.” 

“Single maqt” Ma yelled. 

She got red in the face again and ran to the fireplace for the poker. 
Our poker was about three feet long and made of thick iron. She 
jabbed it into the crack of the closet and pried with it. 

My old man began to yell and kick in the closet. I never heard such 
a racket as when the dogs started their barking again. People who 
heard them must have thought robbers were murdering all of us that 
night. 

About then Lucy jumped up, crying. 

“Stop that!” she yelled at Ma. “You’re hurting him in that closet!” 

Ma just turned around, swinging her elbow as she went. 

“You leave me be!” Ma told her. “I’ll attend to what I’m doing, 
sister!” 

I had to squirm all around to the other side of the bed to keep up 
with what they were doing at the closet door. I never saw two people 
carry on so funny before. Both of them were mad, and scared to do 
much about it. They -acted like two young roosters that wanted to 
fight but did not know how to go about it. They were just flapping 
around, trying to scare each other. 

But Ma was as strong as the next one for her size. All she had to 
do when she made up her mind was drop the poker, grab Lucy, and 
give her a shove. Lucy sailed across the room and landed up against 
the sewing machine. She looked scared out of her wits when she found 
herself there so quick. 

Ma picked up the poker again and she pried with all her might and, 
bang! the door sprang open. There was my old man 'backed up against 
the closet wall a^, ( tangled up in Ma’s clothes, and he looked like he 
had been taken by surprise and caught red-handed with his fist in the 
grocer’s cash drawer. I never saw my old man look so sheepish before 
in all my life. 

As soon as Ma got him out of the closet and into the room, she 
went for Lucy. 

“I*m going to put you out of my house,” Ma told her, “and put a 
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stop to this running around with my husband. That’s one thing I 
won’t stand fori” 

She grabbed at Lucy, but Lucy ducked out of reach. Then they 
came back at each other just exactly like two young roosters that had 
finally got up enough nerve to start pecking. They jumped around on 
the floor with their arms flapping like wings and Ma’s bathrobe and 
Lucy’s skirt flying around like loose feathers. They hopped around in 
a circle for so long that it looked like they were riding on a merry-go- 
round. About that time they got their hands in each other’s hair and 
started pulling. I never heard so much screaming before. My old man’s 
eyes had just about got used to the light again, and he could see them, 
too, every once in a while. His head kept going around and around, 
and he missed a lot of it. 

Ma and Lucy worked across the room and out the door into the 
hall. Out there they scuffled some more. While it was going on, my 
old man stumbled across the room, feeling for another chair. He picked 
up the first one he could put his hands on. It was Ma’s high-back 
rocker, the one she sat in all the time when she was sewing and just 
resting. 

By that time Ma and Lucy were scuffling out on the front porch. My 
old man shut the door to the hall and locked it. That door was a thick, 
heavy one with a spring thumb lock as well as a keyhole lock. 

“No use talking, son,” he said, sitting down on the bed and pulling 
off his shoes, “there’s nothing else in the world like a cou^.s of females 
at odds. Sometimes ” 

He slung his shoes under the bed and turned out tne light. He felt 
his way around the bed, dragging Ma’s high-back rocker with him* 
I could hear the wood creak in the chair when he strained on the 
rungs. He pulled the covers up, then began picking the chair to pieces 
and throwing them toward the fire. Once in a while one of the pieces 
hit the mantelpiece; as often as not one of them struck the wall. 

By then Ma and Lucy had got the dogs started again. They must 
have been out in the front yard scuffling 'w that time, because I could 
not hear them on the porch. 

“Sometimes, son,” my old man said, “sometimes it appears to me 
like the good Lord ought never put more than one woman in the 
world at a time.” 
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I snuggled down under the covers, hugging my knees as tight as 1 
could, and hoping he would stay at home all the time, instead of going 
off again. 

My old man broke the back off the rocker and slung it in the dark 
toward the fireplace. It hit the ceiling first, and then the mantelpiece. 
He began picking the seat to pieces next. 

It sure felt good being there in the dark with him. 

II. HANDSOME BROWN AND THE AGGRAVATING GOATS 

If it’s not one thing your Pa’s done,” Ma said, looking all helpless 
and worn, “it’s something else. I declare, sometimes I think I’ll never 
have a minute’s peace as long as I live.” 

She walked up and down in the backyard wringing her hands, try- 
ing to think of something to do. 

The goats that Pa and our Negro houseboy, Handsome Brown, had 
brought home from our farm in the country were standing on top 
of the house chewing and looking down at us. The big billy goat had 
long white chin whiskers that made him look exactly like Mr. Carter 
who lived across the street. 

“What in the world am I going to do?” Ma said, still walking up 
and dpwn. “I’ve invited the Ladies’ Social Circle to meet here this 
afternoon, and if those goats are still up on top of the house when they 
get here, I’ll simply die of mortification.” 

The two nanny goats were chewing, too, but their whiskers were 
not nearly as long as the big goat’s. In addition to the three grown 
goats up on the rooftop, there were two little kids yp there. The kids 
were only two months old and they were only a quarter the size of 
the billy, but all five of them up there together on top of the house 
looked like a lot of goats. 

“William, tell Handsome to go downtown and find your Pa and tell 
him to come ho#ae and get those goats down right away,” she said 
to me. 

Handsome was cleaning up in the kitchen, and all I had to do was 
go to the edge of the porch and call him. He came out and asked me 
what we wanted. 

“The first thing I want you to do, Handsome Brown,” Ma said 
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angrily, “is to tell me what on earth you meant by bringing those 
goats here.” 

“I only done what Mr. Morris told me to do, like I always does 
when you or Mr. Morris tells me to do something, Miss Martha,” he 
said, shifting from one foot to the other. “Mr. Morris said he wanted 
them goats brung home and he told me to drive them, and I done 
just that. You oughtn't blame me too much for what Mr. Morris told 
me to do, Miss Martha.” 

“Why didn’t you tell Mr. Morris he ought to ask me first, then?’* 
she said. “You thought of that, didn’t you?” 

“Yes, mam, I thought of it, but when I got ready to mention it to 
Mr. Morris, Mr. Morris said, ‘the devil you say,’ just like that, and 
that’s why I ended up driving them here like I done.” 

Ma got madder than ever. She picked up a piece of stove wood and 
slung it. at the goats on top of the house, but the stick fell half-way 
short of reaching them. It slammed against the side of the house, 
making a big noise and leaving a mark on the weatherboarding. 

“Go downtown this instant and find Mr. Morris,” she told Hand- 
some, “and tell him I want to see him right away. Look in the barber- 
shop and the hardware store and every place he loafs until you find 
him. And don’t you dare come back without him, Handsome Brown. 
I don’t want to hear any excuses from you this time.” 

“Yes, mam, Miss Martha,” Handsome said, trotting ( f to look for 
Pa. 

The goats walked along the ridgeplate on the roof, looking down 
into the backyard at Ma and me part of the time, and the rest of the 
time looking down the other side into the street. They had got up 
there by hopping from the woodpile to the woodshed, from there to 
the porch roof, then leaping up on top of the kitchen roof, and from 
there to the main part of the house. They were about two stories and 
a half high above us on the ground, and it was a funny sight to see 
the three large goats and the two litde kids walking Indian-file across 
the top of the roof. 

The next time they stopped and looked down at us, the billy chewed 
some more, making his whiskers sway, and it looked exactly as though 
he were making faces at us. 

Ma tried to find another stick of wood to throw at him, but* she 
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was too mad then to look for one. She shook her fist at all five of them 
and then went running into the house. 

I sat down on the steps for a minute, but Ma came back and pulled 
me up by the arm. 

“William, go out in the front and watch for your Pa,” she said, 
shoving me down the steps, “and the minute you see him coming up 
the street, you run and tell me. The women will be getting here any 
time now.” 

I went around the corner of the house and stood by the front gate 
watching down the street. I did not have to wait long, because the 
first thing I knew I heard Pa and Handsome talking. They came 
walking fast. 

“What’s the matter, sonJ” Pa asked, looking up at the five goats on 
the rooftop. “What’s gone wrong?” 

“Ma says to get the goats down off the house before the women 
start coming to the meeting,” I told him. 

“That’s easy enough,” he said, hurrying around the corner of the 
house to the backyard. “Come on, Handsome, and get a hustle on.” 

“Me, Mr. Morris, you’re talking to?” Handsome said. Handsome 
was big and heavy and he could not walk fast. He always said his 
arches hurt him when he tried to walk fast. When he did have to 
hurry, he trotted. 

“Hurry up, Handsome,” Pa told him. “Stop complaining.” 

We got to the backyard and Pa studied the goats on the ridgeplate 
for a while before saying anything. He liked the goats just about as 
much as I did, and that was why he wanted them in town where he 
could see them every day. When they stayed out in the country on the 
farm, we did not see them sometimes for as long as a week at a time, 
because we did not go out there every day. 

The goats had stopped walking back and forth on the roof and were 
looking down atftus to see what we were up to. 

“Handsome,” Pa said, “go get the ladder and put it up against the 
porch roof.” 

Handsome got the ladder and stood it up the way Pa told him to. 

“Now, what to do, Mr. Morris?” Handsome asked. 

“Go up there and chase them down,” Pa said. 
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Handsome looked up at the big billy goat. He backed away from 
the ladder. 

“I’m a little scared to go up there where that big billy goat is, Mr. 
Morris,” he said. “He’s got the meanest-looking set of horns I evei 
looked at in all^my life. If it’s all the same to you, Mr. Morris, I just 
don't feel like going up there. My arches has been hurting all day. 
I don’t feel good at all.” 

“Stop that talking back to me, Handsome,” Pa said, “and go on up 
there like I told you. There’s nothing wrong with your arches today, 
or any day ” 

Just then Ma came out, pinning the white starched collar on her 
dress that she wore when she dressed up for company. She came as 
far as the steps and stood looking down at Pa and me. 

“Now, Martha,” Pa said, talking fast, “don’t you worry yourself one 
bit. Handsome and me will have those goats down from there in a 

“You’d better get them down from there in a jiffy,” Ma said. “I’ve 
never been so mortified in all my life. All these women will be com- 
ing here to the circle meeting any minute now. What will people say 
if they see a lot of goats walking around on the roof of my house?” 

“Now, calm yourself, Martha,” Pa said. “Handsome is on his way 
up there now.” 

Handsome was still backing away from ihe ladder. V walked over 
to where he was and gave him a shove. 

“Hurry up and do like I told you,” Pa said, shov ; ng him towards 
the ladder again. 

Handsome fidgeted a lot, killing all the time he could by hitching 
up his pants and buttoning his shirt, but he finally made a start to- 
wards the ladder. He climbed to the top and stepped to iiie porch roof. 
Then he started backing down again. 

“Handsome Brown,” Ma said, running out into the yard where we 
were, “if you come down that ladder before getting those gorrs off the 
roof, I'll never give you another bite to eat as long as I live. You can 
just make up your mind to go off somewhere else and starve to death, 
if you don’t do what Mr. Morris told you.” 

“But, Miss Martha, my arches has started paining me again some- 
thing awful.” 
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“I’ve warned you, Handsome Brown,” Ma said, tapping her shoe on 
the ground, “and I mean exactly what I said.” 

“But, Miss Martha, I ” 

“I’ve warned you once and for all,” Ma said. 

Handsome looked up at the goats, then down at Ma again, and 
after that he climbed up on top of the kitchen roof. When he had 
got that far, he. cut his eyes down at us to see if we were watching 
him. 

Just then Ma heard some of the women coming up the street. We 
could hear them talking almost a whole block away. Ma shook her 
finger at Handsome and ran inside to lock the front door so the 
women could not get into the house. She figured they would sit on the 
porch if she did that, because otherwise they might just walk on 
through the house and come out on the back porch and see what was 
going on. 

Pa and me sat down on the woodpile and watched Handsome. 
Handsome had gone as far as the top of the kitchen roof, and he was 
sprawled on the ridgeplate hugging the shingles. He looked awfully 
small up there. 

“Don’t you dare let one of those goats get hurt, or fall off,” Pa 
shouted at him. “And take care that those little kids don’t get caught 
in a stampede and get shoved off to the ground. I’ll skin you alive if 
anything happens to those goats.” 

“I hear every word you say, Mr. Morris,” Handsome shouted down. 
“I swear, I never saw such a slippery place before. But I’m doing the 
best I can. Every time I move I’m scared I’m about to fall off on that 
hard ground. I’m scared to breathe, Mr. Morris.” 

He waited, killing time, to hear if Pa was going to say anything 
more. After a while, he found out that Pa was not going to answer 
him, and he inched himself along the ridgeplate towards the main 
roof. When he^got to the top of the pitch, he gave one more look 
down at the ground. He shut his eyes when he saw it and did not 
look down at us again. 

^ "ake care those goats don’t get hurt,” Pa shouted. 

es, sir, Mr! Morris,” Handsome said, sounding far off. “I’m taking 

NO\ y tl 

!st care I can. 

v *° got to the edge of the mainroof and climbed on it. From there 
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to the top where the ridgeplate was looked as far again as Handsome 
had already climbed. He inched his way up the sloping side until his 
fingers got a grip on the ridgeplate. It was easy enough for him to 
climb the rest of the way to the top. When he got up there, he threw 
one leg across and sat astride the ridgeplate, hugging it for all he was 
worth. 

The goats had gone down to the far end of the roof, getting out of 
Handsome's way. In order to chase the goats down, he would have to 
slide himself along the ridgeplate to where they were and make them 
turn around and come back to the kitchen roof, where they could 
jump to the porch and woodshed, and finally to the woodpile. 

Handsome had got half-way across when it looked as if the billy 
had taken it into his head to come back of his own accord. When the 
billy started, all the goats came, the big one in front, the medium-sized 
ones in the middle, and the little kids behind. Handsome saw them 
coming, especially the billy, because the billy lowered his head until 
his horns stuck up in the air like lightning-rods. 

“Wait a minute!” Handsome yelled at the big goat. “Wait there a 
minute, I said!” 

The goat kept on towards him. When he got four or five feet from 
Handsome, he stopped, chewed half a dozen strokes, and looked 
Handsome in the eye. 

While Handsome and the billy goat were up ther-* staring each 
other in the eye, Ma came running out into the yard to see if the 
goats had been chased off the roof. 

Just then the billy gave a lunge, and went flying at Handsome with 
his head tucked down and hooves flying out behind. Handsome saw 
the goat coming at him in time to duck, but the trouble was that there 
was not any place he could go except flatter on his stomach. Hand- 
some dug into the shingles with his fingers and held on for all he 
was worth. 

“Look out, Handsome!” Pa yelled when he saw what was hap- 
pening. 

Pa jumped to his feet and started waving his arms at the goat. None 
of that did any good, though, because the goat flew into Handsome 
headlong with all his might. For an instant it was hard to tell what 
was going to happen, because after the billy had butted Handjbme, 
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both of them sort of stopped short, like two boards coming together 
in mid-air. 

“Hold on, Handsome!” Pa yelled up there at him. 

The next thing we knew, Handsome was coming down the slope 
of the roof, backward, on the seat of his pants. He slid about half- 
way down, and then he started spinning around like a top. We had 
no more than seen that when he left the roof and was coming down 
into the yard. The first thing we thought of was where Handsome 
was going to land. The yard was hard and sandy, and there was not 
a thing there, such as the woodpile at the other end of the yard, to 
break his fall. But before we knew what had happened, he missed the 
yard completely and was out of sight. He had gone through the well- 
cover like a bullet. 

“My heavenly day!” Ma screamed. “Handsome’s gone!” 

She tottered and fell in the yard in a dead faint. Pa stooped to pick 
her up, but he dropped her after he had raised her part way off the 
ground, and ran to the well to see what had become of Handsome. 
Everything had taken place so suddenly that there was no time to 
think about it then. The boards covering the well had been bashed 
in as if a big two-hundred-pound rock had landed on them. 

Me and Pa tore across the yard to the well. When we got there and 
looked down inside, we could not see a thing at first. It was pitch- 
black down there. Pa yelled at Handsome, and the echo bounced back 
like a rubber ball and blasted our ears. 

“Answer me, Handsome!” Pa shouted some more. “Answer me!” 

Ma got up and staggered across the yard to where we were. She had 
a hard time steadying herself, and she came reeling towards us like 
Mr. Andy Howard on Saturday night. She was still dizzy from her 
faint when she reached us. 

“Poor Handsome Brown,” Ma said, clutching at the well-stand to 
support herself. “Poor Handsome Brown. He was the best darkey we 
ever had. Poor ofd Handsome Brown.” 

Pa was busy unwinding the windlass, because he wanted to get the 
rope and bucket down: into the well as quick as he could. 

“Shut up, Martha!” he said out of the corner of his mouth; “don’t 
you see how busy I am trying to get this rope and bucket down in 
here?” 
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“Poor old Handsome Brown,” Ma said, brushing some tears from 
her eyes and not paying any attention to Pa at all. “I wish I hadn’t 
scolded him so much while he was alive. He was the best darkey we 
ever had. Poor old Handsome Brown.” 

“Shut your mouth, Martha!” Pa shouted at her. “Can’t you see how 
busy I am at what I’m doing?” 

By that time Ma had got over her fainting spell, and she was able 
to stand up without holding onto anything. She leaned over the well- 
stand and looked down inside. 

“Are you down there, Handsome?” Pa shouted into the well. 

There was no answer for a while. We leaned over as far as we 
could and looked down. At first there was not a thing to be seen, but 
slowly two big, round, white balls started shining down in the bottom. 
They locked as if they were a mile a wav. Pretty soon they got 
brighter and then they looked like two cat eyes on a black night 
when you turn a flashlight on them. 

“Can you breathe all right. Handsome?” Pa shouted down at him. 

“I can breathe all right, Mr. Morris,” Handsome said, “but my 
arches pain me something terrible.” 

“Fiddlesticks,” Pa said. “There’s nothing wrong with your arches. 
Can you see all right?” 

“I can’t see a thing,” Handsome said. “I've done go*v and got as 
blind as a bat. I can’t see nothing at all.” 

“That’s because you’re in the bottom of the well,” Pa told him. 
“Nobody could see down there.” 

“Is that where I am?” Handsome asked. “Lordy me, Mr. Morris, is 
that why there’s all this water around me? I thought when I come to 
that I was in the bad place. I sure thought I had been knocked all 
the way down to there. When is you going to get me out of here, Mr. 
Morris?” 

“Grab hold the bucket on the rope, and I'll have you out of there 
in no time,” Pa told him. 

Handsome caught the bucket and shook the rope until Pa leaned 
Over again. 

“Mr. Morris, please, sir?” Handsome asked. 

“What do you want now?” 
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"When you get me out of here, you ain’t going to make me go back 
up on that roof again where them goats is, is you ?” 

“No,” Pa told him, turning the windlass. “Them aggravating goats 
can stay on top of the house until they get hungry enough to come 
down of their own accord.” 

We had forgotten all about the goats, we had been so busy worry- 
ing about Handsome. Ma turned and looked up on the roof. She 
shook her fist at them, hard. All of them had crossed to the other end 
of the roof, the end near the kitchen, and they were standing up there 
looking down at us. 

The billy goat looked Ma straight in the eye, and he stopped chew- 
ing as he did it. Ma and the billy acted as if they were trying to see 
which could stare the other down first. 

Just then fifteen or twenty of the women who had come to the circle 
meeting stuck their heads around the corner of the house and looked 
at us in the backyard. They had got together when they found the 
front door locked and decided to come around there and see what was 
going on. They had been able to see the goats on the roof when they 
came up the street, and they were curious to see what we were making 
so much racket about back there. 

“My sakes alive, Martha Stroup,” one of them said, “what’s going 
on here? Those goats up on top of your house is the funniest sight I 
ever saw!” 


Ma wheeled around and saw the women. She did not say a word, 
but her hands flew to her face, as though she were trying to hide it, 
and then she ran into the house through the back door. She slammed 
it shut and locked it behind her. Pretty soon the women went to the 
front door, but after they had, knocked on it a long time, they gave 
up trying to get in, and all of them started down the street. They kept 
looking back over their shoulders at the goats on the roof and laugh- 


ing 


loud enou 



III. MY OLD MAN HASN T BEEN THE SAME SINCE 

When I got up to eat breakfast, my old man was sitting at the 
kitchen stove, leaning back on two legs of the chair and eating hot 
tyisc&iits and sorghum molasses for all he was worth. He had put his 



MY OLD MAN 


211 


plate on the apron in front of the firebox as he always did, because he 
could sit there with the oven door open and reach inside for a hot 
biscuit without having to get up. My old man was a fool about hot 
biscuits and sorghum molasses. 

He had his mouth full when I went in, and he didn't say anything 
at first. He looked up at me, though, and winked. 

“Howdy, Pa,” I said, awfully glad to see him. He had been away 
for almost a whole week that time. 

He didn’t say anything until he reached into the oven and got 
another biscuit. He broke it open, spread butter on it, and laid it on 
the plate, open. Then he picked up the molasses jug from the floor 
and poured a good cupful of it on the bread. 

“How’s your copperosticks, son?” he said, squeezing his fingers 
around my arm. 

“All right,” I said. 

He felt my muscles. 

I sure was glad to see him. 

Ma came in then and set my plate at the kitchen table and helped 
me to bread and molasses and a little bacon. She did not say a word 
to anybody during the whole time she was fixing my breakfast for 
me. She stirred around after that, making a lot of noise and racket 
with the pots and pans. She was as mad as a wet hen. 

Pa sat looking across the kitchen, cocking an eye at her every once 
in a while, waiting for her to say something. Me and hm. both knew 
the best thing to do when she was like that was to just wait her out. 
It only made things worse if we tried to talk to her until she was ready 
to be talked to. Pa sat in his chair as meek as a tramp asking for a 
bite to eat. 

When I had almost finished eating, she came and stood at the stove, 
hands on hips, staring Pa down. 

“Where have you been this time, Morris Stroup?” she said, sud- 
denly raising her hand and brushing the hair back from her face. 

“Now, Martha,” Pa said, ducking his her! to one side when he saw 
her raise her hand, “I haven’t been anywhere much.” 

“Going away from home and staying the-Lord-knows-where four or 
five days at a time may be your idea of not going anywhere much, 
but it’s not mine. Where have you been?” 
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“Now, Martha,” he said, “I just went down the country a little 
way.” 

“Where’s that good-for-nothing rooster of yours?” she asked. 

“College Boy’s out in the chicken pen,” he said. 

“If I ever get my hands on him,” Ma said, stamping her foot, “I’m 
going to wring his neck off.” 

Pa’s fighting cock, College Boy, was the champion of Merryweather 
County, Georgia. We had had him for about six months, and when 
Pa brought him home the first time he said the cock was as smart as 
people with a college education. That’s why Pa named him College 
Boy. He might have been the champion of the whole nation if Pa 
could have taken him to all the mains. But Pa didn’t have any money 
to ride on the trains with, and we didn’t have an automobile to drive, 
and the only places Pa could go were the ones he could walk to. That 
was the reason he had to be away from home so much. It sometimes 
took him several days to walk where there was going to be a cock 
fight, because they had to keep changing the places from one part of 
Merryweather County to another so the sheriff couldn’t catch up with 
Pa and the other men who owned game cocks and pitted them. 

Pa hadn’t answered Ma, because we know better than to say any- 
thing that would sound as if we were taking up for College Boy. Ma 
hated the cock worse than sin. 

“If you don’t think I’m asking too big a favor of you,” Ma said, 
“go down to Mrs. Taylor’s and get her washing — if you’re not 
ashamed for people to see you bringing home washing for me to do.” 

“Now, Martha,” he said, “you know that’s not a proper thing to 
say. You know I always like to help out ” 

She went to the kitchen door and looked out into the backyard to 
see how the fire was burning under the washpot. 

“William,” she said, turning around to me, “go out in the backyard 
and throw some more pineknots under that washpot.” 

I got up and started outside to do what she told me to do. When I 
got as far as the door, she turned on Pa again. 

“And when you see Mrs. Taylor, Morris Stroup, you can tell her 
and everybody else in Fairfield, how I break my back taking in wash- 
ing while you go tramping around the country with a good-for- 
nolhing rooster under your arm.” She stared Pa down some more. 
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“I’d like to get my fingers around that rooster’s neck — and yours, too — 
just once!” 

“Now, Martha ” 

“The Lord only knows what would become of us if I didn’t take 
in washing,” she said. “You haven’t done an honest day’s work in 
ten years.” 

Pa got up and came out in the yard where I was feeding the fire 
under the pot. He stood and watched me. 

“Son,” he said, lowering his voice so Ma couldn’t hear, “do you 
know where you can find a handful of corn somewhere for College 
Boy?” 

He didn’t wait for me to answer him, because he knew that I knew 
what to do. He went out the back gate and down the street towards 
Mrs. Taylor’s h^use three Nocks away. After Ma had gone back into 
the kitchen, I went to the hen house and got an egg out of a nest and 
put it into my pocket. I knew exactly what Pa wanted me to do, 
because he always sent me to Mr. Brown’s grocery at the corner when 
he needed corn for College Boy. 

I took the egg to the store and traded it for a poke of corn just 
like Pa did when I went along with him. Mr. Brown said he had 
heard that Pa won three dollars at a cocking down near Nortonsville 
the day before, and he wanted to know why we were trading an egg 
for the corn instead of paying some of the money Pa had ■ ade. I told 
him I didn’t know anything about that, because Pa hadn’t said a word 
about how College Boy did at Nortonsville since he got back. Mr. 
Brown told me to tell Pa that he wanted a chance to see College Boy 
in a pit the next time they had one near Fairfield. I went back up the 
street with the poke of corn in my shirt so Ma wouldn’t see it and take 
it away from me. 

Pa was already back fr .m Mrs. Taylor’s with the washing, and he 
had come out behind the chicken house to see if I had brought the 
corn. The chicken house was about a hundred and fifty feet from the 
backyard where Ma was washing, and we c^uld stay out there and be 
out of sight. But we had to keep from talking loud, though, or she 
could hear us. 

He was squatting on the ground holding College Boy and wiping 
him off with a damp rag. College Boy had lost quite a lot of feathers, 
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and he was pretty well tired out. His right leg was sore where the 
skin had rubbed off when a spur worked loose. Pa said for a while 
he was afraid College Boy wasn't going to be able to come through, 
on account of the loose spur, but when he found out he couldn't do 
any damage with the right one, he went to work with the left one. 
Pa said it was the closest call College Boy had had since his first pit 
fight. He said he was going to let College Boy rest until his leg healed 
up, because he didn’t want to run any risks. 

Pa wiped him down good, and he let me help him. When he fin- 
ished with the damp rag, he let me hold College Boy in my arms. It 
was the first time he had ever let me touch the cock, and I asked Pa 
if I could go along with him the next time he went to a pit fight. Pa 
said he wanted me to wait until I was older, but he said it wouldn’t 
be long. 

“Your Ma would skin me alive if I took you now,” he said. “There’s 
no telling what she wouldn’t do to you and me both.” 

I held College Boy in my arms and he sat there just as if he never 
wanted to leave. He was a fine-looking cock with bright red feathers 
on his neck and wings and dull yellow feathers underneath. His comb 
folded over on the right side of his head like a cow-lick. I had never 
known how little he' was until then. He wasn’t a bit bigger than a 
medium-sized pullet, but you could tell how strong and quick he was 
by holding him in your arms. Pa said there wasn’t a finer cockaldrum 
in the whole nation. 

I handed him back to Pa, and Pa told me to crack the corn. I got a 
flat piece of iron and a rock and cracked the corn and Pa scooped it 
up and held it in his hand for College Boy. He ate it as though it 
were the best thing in the world, and he acted as if he couldn’t get 
enough. He ate up the corn as fast as I could crack it. 

All the time we were out behind the chicken house, Ma was in the 
backyard boiling^the washing. She was doing Mrs. Taylor’s washing 
then, but there were six or seven others that she did every week, too. 
It looked as if she washed every day and ironed all night. 

We stayed out there a long time watching College Boy. He had a 
dust-bed in one corner of the run, and he liked to lie there in the 
shade and flap dust under his feathers with his wings. 
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I told Pa I hoped he wasn’t going away again soon, because I 
wanted him to stay at home and let me help him crack corn and feed 
College Boy every day. He said he wasn’t going anywhere for a while, 
anyway, because he thought College Boy needed at least a week’s rest. 

We sat there on the ground in the shade a long time until noon. 
Then Ma called to us to come and eat. 

When we had finished, she told Pa she wanted him to carry Mrs. 
Dolan’s washing to her. Mrs. Dolan lived on the other side of town, 
and it was a long walk over there and back. I asked Ma if I could go 
along and help carry the washing, and she said I could. 

We took the washing right after we finished eating, and I thought 
we would get back in time to go out and see College Boy again be- 
fore it was too dark. But it was late when we came through town on 
our way b?ck, and Pa said he wanted to stop at the post office and 
talk to some men for a while. We must have stayed there two or three 
hours, because when we did get home, it was pitch-dark. Ma heard us 
on the front porch and she came out and asked Pa for the money he 
had collected for Mrs. Dolan’s washing. Pa gave her the seventy-five 
cents and asked her how long before supper would be ready. She said 
it would be soon, and so we sat down on the porch. 

It felt good to be sitting on the front porch with my old man, 
because he was away from home so much I never had a chance to be 
with him very often. My old man lighted a cigar stub * had been 
saving, and we sat there and he puffed on it in the dark, and the 
smoke drifted across the porch, smelling good in the mght breeze. 

“Son,” he said after a while, “as soon as you’ve had your breakfast 
in the morning, I want you to go down to Brown’s grocery. Get an- 
other egg out of the chicken house and take it down and swap it for 
some more corn. As soon as breakfast is over, I’ll want to feed Col- 
lege Boy. He’s pretty well tuckered out, and I want to feed him well 
so he’ll get his strength back.” 

“All right, Pa,” I told him. “I sure will.” 

We sat there in the dark thinking about the cock. 

Ma called us in a little while and we went inside and sat down at 
the supper table. There wasn’t much on the table to eat that night, 
except a big chicken pie. It was in a big deep pan with a thick brown 
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crust over it, and Pa helped me first, and then Ma. After that he took 
a big helping for himself. 

Ma didn’t have much to say, and Pa was scared to talk. He never 
started in talking much, anyway, until he was sure of his ground. We 
sat at the table eating the chicken pie and not saying anything much 
until the pie was all gone. Pa leaned back and looked at me, and it 
was easy to see that he thought a lot of Ma’s cooking. 

It was as quiet as the inside of a church after the congregation had 
left. 

“Morris,” Ma said, laying her knife and fork in a neat row on her 
plate, “I hope this will be a lesson to you.” 

“Hope what will, Martha?” he said. 

She looked down at the way she had laid her knife and fork on the 
plate, moved them just a little, and then looked him straight in the 
face. 

“I hope you’ll never bring another game rooster to this house as 
long as you live,” she said. “I had to do something desperate ” 

“What?” he said, leaning over the table towards her. 

“I made this chicken pie out of the one ” 

“College Boy!” Pa said, pushing his chair back a little. 

Ma nodded her head. 

My eld man’s face turned white and his hands dropped down be- 
side him. He opened his mouth to say something, but he made no 
sound. I don’t know how long it was, but it seemed as though it were 
half the night before anybody moved after that. 

Ma was the first one to say anything. 

“It was a harsh thing to do, Morris,” she said, “but something dras- 
tic had to be done.” 

“That was College Boy, Ma,” I said, “you shouldn’t ” 

“Be quiet, William,” she said, turning to me. 

“You shouldn’t have done that, Martha,” Pa said, pushing his chair 
back and getting to his feet. “Not to College Boy, anyway. He 
was ” 

He did not say anything more after that. The next thing he did 
was to turn around and go through the house to the front porch. 

I got up and went through the house behind him. It was darker 
tha& ever on the porch and I couldn’t see anything at all after being 
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where the light was. I felt on all the chairs for him, but he was not 
there. The cigar stub he had left on the porch railing when we went 
inside to supper was still burning, and it smelled just like my old 
man. I hurried down the steps and ran down the street trying to catch 
up with him before it was too late to find him in the dark. 




BLUE BOY 


It might be said .hat my purpose in writing this story 
was to give expression to my feelings after having seen 
a person of inferior position being mistreated by one 
of superior force. 




BLUE BOY 


TwO hours after dinner they were still sitting in the air-tight, over- 
heated parlor. A dull haze of tobacco smoke was packed in layers 
from the table-top to the ceiling, and around the chairs hovered the 
smell of dried perspiration and stale perfume. The New Year’s Day 
turkey-and-hog dinner had made the women droopy and dull-eyed; 
the men were stretched out in their chairs with their legs spread out 
and their heads thrown back, looking as if around each swollen belly 
a hundred fret of stuffed sausage-casing had been wound. 

Grady Walters sat up, rubbed his red- veined face, and looked at his 
guests. After a while he went to the door and called for one of his 
Negro servants. He sent the Negro on the run for Blue Boy. 

After he had closed the door rightly, Grady walked back towards 
his chair, looking at the drowsy men and women through the haze 
of blue tobacco smoke. It had been more than an hour since anyone 
had felt like saying anything. 

“What time of day is it getting to be, Grady?” Rob Howard asked, 
rubbing first his eyes and then his belly. 

“Time to have a little fun,” Grady said. 

Blue Boy came through the back door and shuffled down the hall 
to the parlor where the people were. He dragged his feet sideways 
over the floor, making a sound like soy beans being poured into a 
wooden barrel. 

“We been waiting here all afternoon for you to come in here and 
show the folks some fun, Blue Boy,” Grady said. “All my visitors are 
just itching to t laugh. Reckon you can make them shake their sides, 
Blue Boy?” 

Blue Boy grinned at the roomful of men and women. He dug his 
hands into his overall pockets and made some kind of unintelligible 
. sound in his throat. 

Rob Howard asked Grady what Blue Boy could do. Several of the 
women sat up and began rubbing powder into the pores of their skin. 
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The colored boy grinned some more, stretching his neck in a semi- 
circle. 

“Blue Boy,” Grady said, “show these white-folks how you caught 
that shoat the other day and bit him to death. Go on, Blue Boy! Let’s 
see how you chewed that shoat to death with your teeth.” 

For several moments the boy’s lips moved like eyelids a-flutter, and 
he made a dash for the door. Grady caught him by the shoulder and 
tossed him back into the center of the room. 

“All right, Blue Boy,” Grady shouted at him. “Do what I told you 
to do. Show the white-folks how you bit that pig to death.” 

Blue Boy made deeper sounds in his throat. What he said sounded 
more unintelligible than Gullah. Nobody but Grady could understand 
what he was trying to say. 

“It don’t make no difference if you aint got a shoat here to kill,” 
Grady answered him. “Go on and show the white-folks how you 
killed one the other day for me.” 

Blue Boy dropped on his hands and knees, making sounds as if he 
were trying to protest. Grady nudged him with his foot, prodding 
him on. 

The Negro boy suddenly began to snarl and bite, acting as if he 
himself had been turned into a snarling, biting shoat. He grabbed into 
the air, throwing his arms around an imaginary young hog, and began 
to tear its throat with his sharp white teeth. The Howards and Hanna- 
fords crowded closer, trying to see the idiot go through the actions of 
a bloodthirsty maniac. 

Down on the floor, Blue Boy’s face was contorted and swollen. His 
eyes glistened, and his mouth drooled. He was doing all he could to 
please Grady Walters. 

When he had finished, the Howards and Hannafords fell back, 
fanning their faces and wiping the backs of their hands with their 
handkerchiefs. Even Grady fanned his flushed face when Blue Boy 
stopped and rolled^bver on the floor exhausted. 

“What else can he do, Grady?” the youngest of the Hannaford 
women asked. 

“Anything I tell him to do,” Grady said. “I’ve got Blue Boy trained. 
He does whatever I tell him.” 

They looked down at the small, thin, blue-skinned, seventeen-year- 
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old Negro on the floor. His clothes were ragged, and his thick kinky 
hair was almost as long as a Negro woman’s. He looked the same, 
except in size, as he did the day, twelve years before, when Grady 
brought him to the big house from one of the share-croppers’ cabins. 
Blue Boy had never become violent, and he obeyed every word of 
Grady’s. Grady had taught him to do tricks as he would instruct a 
young puppy to roll over on his back when bidden. Blue Boy always 
obeyed, but sometimes he was not quick enough to suit Grady, and 
then Grady flew into him with the leather belly-band that hung on a 
nail on the back porch. 

The Howards and Hannafords had sat down again, but the Negro 
boy still lay on the floor. Grady had not told him to get up. 

“What’s wrong with him, Grady?” Rob Howard asked. 

“He ainf g c* a grain of sense,” Grady said, laughing a little. “See 
how he grins all the time? A calf is born with more sense than he’s 
got right now.” 

“Why don’t you send him to the insane asylum, then?” 

“What for?” Grady said. “He’s more fun than a barrel of monkeys. 
I figure he’s worth keeping just for the hell of it. If I sent him off 
to the asylum, I’d miss my good times with him. I wouldn’t take a 
hundred dollars for Blue Boy.” 

“What else can he do?” Henry Hannaford asked. 

“I’ll show you,” Grady said. “Here, Blue Boy, get up nd do that 
monkey-shine dance for the white-folks. Show them wi.at you can 
do with your feet.” 

Blue Boy got up, pushing himself erect with hands and feet. He 
stood grinning for a while at the men and women in a circle around 
him. 

“Go on, Blue Boy, shake your feet for the white-folks,” Grady told 
him, pointing at Blue Boy’s feet. “Do the monkey-shine, Blue Boy.” 

The boy began to shuffle his shoes on the floor, barely raising them 
off the surface. Grady started tapping his feet, moving them faster and 
faster all the time. Blue Boy watched him, and after a while his own 
feet began going faster. He kept it up until he was dancing so fast his 
breath began to give out. His eyes were swelling, and it looked as if 
his balls would pop out of his head any moment. The arteries in his 
neck got larger and rounder. 
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“That nigger can do the monkey-shine better than any nigger I ever 
saw,” Henry Hannaford said. 

Blue Boy sank into a heap on the floor, the arteries in his neck 
pumping and swelling until some of the women in the room covered 
their faces to keep from seeing them. 

It did not take Blue Boy long to get his wind back, but he still lay 
on the floor. Grady watched him until he thought he had recovered 
enough to stand up again. 

“What else can your trained nigger do, Grady?” Rob Howard 
asked. “Looks like you would have learned him a heap of tricks in ten 
or twelve years’ time.” 

“If it wasn’t getting so late in the day, I’d tell him to do all he 
knows,” Grady said. “I’ll let him do one more, anyway.” 

Blue Boy had not moved from the floor. 

“Get up, Blue Boy,” Grady said. “Get up and stand up on your 
feet.” 

Blue Boy got up grinning. His head turned once more on his rub- 
bery neck, stretching in a semicircle around the room. He grinned at 
the white faces about him. 

“Take out that blacksnake and whip it to a frazzle,” Grady told 
him. “Take it out. Blue Boy, and show the white-folks what you 
can da’* 

Blue Boy grinned, stretching his rubbery neck until it looked as 
if it would come loose from his body. 

“What’s he going to do now, Grady?” Rob Howard asked. 

“You just wait and see, Rob,” Grady said. “All right, Blue Boy, do 
like I said. Whip that blacksnake.” 

The youngest Hannaford woman giggled. Blue Boy turned and 
stared at her with his round white eyeballs. He grinned until Grady 
prodded him on. 

“Now I reckon you folks know why I didn't send him oflF to the 
insane asylum,” Grady said. “I have a heap more fun out of Blue Boy 
than I would with anything else you can think of. He can’t hoe cot- 
ton, or pick it, and he. hasn’t even got enough sense to chop a piece 
of stovewood, but be makes up for all that by learning to do the tricks 
I teach him.” 

Ooce more Blue Boy’s eyes began to pop in the sockets of his skull, 
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and the arteries in his neck began to pump and 'well. He dropped to 
his knees and his once rubbery neck was as rigid as a table-leg. The 
grinning lines on his face had congealed into welt-like scars. 

The Howards and Hannafords, who had come from five counties 
to eat Grady’s New Year’s Day turkey-and-hog dinner, gulped and 
wheezed at the sight of Blue Boy. He was beginning to droop like a 
wilting stalk of pig-weed. Then he fell from his knees. 

With his face pressed against the splintery floor, the grooves in his 
cheeks began to soften, and his grinning features glistened in the dry- 
ing perspiration. His breathing became inaudible, and the swollen 
arteries in his neck were as rigid as taut-drawn ropes. 




THE END OF CHRISTY TUCKER 


l dislike reading this story because the events are pain - 
ful to me. 




THE END OF CHRISTY TUCKER 


Christy TUCKER rode into the plantation town on muleback 
late in the afternoon, whistling all the way. He had been hewing 
new pickets for the fence around his house all morning, and he was 
feeling good for having got so much done. He did not have a chance 
to go to the plantation town very often and, when he could go, he 
did not lose any time in getting there. 

He tied up the mule at the racks behind the row of stores, and the 
first thing he noticed was the way the other Negroes out there did not 
seem anxious to speak to him. Christy had been on friendly terms 
with all the colored people on the plantation ever since he and his 
wife had moved there three months before, and he could not under- 
stand why they pretended not to see him. 

He walked slowly down the road towards the plantation office won- 
dering why nobody spoke to him. 

After he had gone a little farther, he met Froggy Miller. He caught 
Froggy by the arm before Froggy could dodge him. 

“What’s the matter with you folks today?” he said. F i ggy Miller 
lived only a mile from his house in a straight line across the cotton 
field, and he knew Froggy better than anyone else on the plantation. 
“What’s the matter, anyway, Froggy?” 

Froggy, a big six-foot Negro with close-cropped hair, moved away. 

He grabbed Froggy by the arm and shook him. 

“Now, look here!” Christy said, getting worried. “Why do you and 
everybody else act so strange?” 

“Mr. Lee Crossman sent for you, didn’t he?” Froggy said, 

“Sure, he sent for me,” Christy said. “I reckon he wants to talk to 
me about the farming. But what’s that got io do with ” 

Before he could finish, Froggy had pulled away from him and 
walked hurriedly up the road. 

Without wasting any more time, Christy ran towards the planta- 
tion office to find out what the trouble was. 
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The plantation bookkeeper, Hendricks, and Lee Crossman’s younger 
brother, Morgan, were sitting in the front office with their feet on the 
window sill when he ran inside. Hendricks got up when he saw 
Christy and went through the door into the back room. While the 
bookkeeper was in the other room, Morgan Crossman stared sullenly 
at the Negro. 

“Come here, you,” Hendricks said, coming through the door. 

Christy turned around and saw Lee Crossman, the owner and boss 
of the plantation, standing in the doorway. 

“Yes, sir,” Christy said. 

Lee Crossman was dressed in heavy gray riding breeches and tan 
shirt, and he wore black boots that laced to his knees. He stood aside 
while Christy walked into the back room, and closed the door on the 
outside. Christy walked to the middle of the room and stood there 
waiting for Lee Crossman. 

Christy had moved to the Crossman plantation the first of the year, 
about three months before. It was the first time he had ever been in 
Georgia, and he had grown to like it better than Alabama, where he 
had always lived. He and his wife had decided to comedo Georgia 
because they had heard that the land there was better for sharecrop- 
ping cotton. Christy^ said he could not be satisfied merely making a 
living; he wanted to get ahead in life. 

Lee Crossman still had not come, and Christy sat down in one of 
the chairs. He had no more than seated himself when the door opened. 
He jumped to his feet. 

“Howdy, Mr. Lee,” he said, smiling. “I’ve had a good chance to 
look at the land, and I’d like to be furnished with another mule and 
a gang plow. I figure I can raise twice as much cotton on that kind 
of land with a gang plow, because it’s about the best I ever saw. 
There’s not a rock or stump on it, and it’s as clear of bushes as the 
palm of my hand. I haven’t even found a gully anywhere on it. If 
you’ll furnish idle with another mule and a gang plow, I’ll raise more 
cotton for you than any two sharecroppers on your plantation.” 

Lee Crossman listened until he had finished, and then he slammed 
the door shut and strode across the room. 

“I sent for you, nigger,” he said. “You didn’t send for me, did you?” 

“That’s right, Mr. Lee,” he said. “You sent for me.” 
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“Then keep your black face shut until I tell you to open it.” 

“Yes, sir, Mr. Lee,” Christy said, backing across the room until he 
found himself against the wall. Lee Crossman sat down in a chair and 
glared at him. “Yes, sir, Mr. Lee,” Christy said again. 

“You’re one of these biggity niggers, ain’t you?” Lee said. “Where’d 
you come from, anyway? You ain’t a Georgia nigger, are you?” 

“No, sir, Mr. Lee,” Christy said, shaking his head. “I was born and 
raised in Alabama.” 

“Didn’t they teach you any better than chis in Alabama?” 

“Yes, sir, Mr. Lee.” 

“Then why did you come over here to Georgia and start acting so 
biggity?” 

“I don’t know, Mr. Lee.” 

Christy w!p«*d his face with the palm of his hand and wondered 
what Lee Crossman was angry with him about. He began to under- 
stand why the other Negroes had gone out of their way to keep from 
talking to him. They knew he had been sent for, and that meant he 
had done something to displease Lee Grossman. They did not wish to 
be seen talking to anyone who was in disfavor with the plantation 
owner and boss. 

“Have you got a radio?” Lee asked. 

“Yes, sir.” 

“Where’d you get it?” 

“I bought it on time.” 

“Where’d you get the money to pay on St?” 

“I had a little, and my wife raises a few chickens.” 

“Why didn’t you buy it at the plantation store?” 

“I made a better bargain at the other place. I got it a little cheaper.” 

“Niggers who live on my plantation buy what they need at my 
plantation store,” Lee said. 

“I didn't want to go into debt to you, Mr. Lee,” Christy said. “I 
wanted to come out ahead when the accounts are settled at the end 
of the year.” 

Lee Crossman leaned back in the chair, crossed his legs, and took 
out his pocketknife. He began cleaning his fingernails. 

There was silence in the room for several minutes. Christy leaned 
against the wall. 

o 



232 


THE END OF CHRISTY TUCKER 


“Stand up straight, nigger!*’ Lee shouted at him. 

“Yes, sir,” Christy said, jumping erect. 

“Did you split up some of my wood to hew pickets for the fence 
around the house where you live?” 

“Yes, sir, Mr. Lee.” 

“Why didn’t you ask me if I wanted you to do it?” 

“I figured the fence needed some new pickets to take the place of 
some that had rotted, and because I’m living in the house I went 
ahead and did it.” 

“You act mighty big, don’t you?” Lee said. “You act like you own 
my house and land, don’t you? You act like you think you’re as good 
as a white man, don’t you?” 

“No, sir, Mr. Lee,” Christy protested. “I don’t try to act any of those 
ways. I just naturally like to hustle and get things done, that’s all. I 
just can’t be satisfied unless I’m fixing a fence or cutting wood or pick- 
ing cotton, or something. I just naturally like to get things done.” 

“Do you know what we do with biggity niggers like you in 
Georgia?” 

“No, sir.” 

• “We teach them to mind their own business and stay in their place.” 

Lee Crossman got up and crossed the room to the closet. He jerked 
the door open and reached inside. When he turned around, he was 
holding a long leather strap studded with heavy brass brads. He came 
back across the room, slapping the strap around his boot-tops. 

“Who told your wife she could raise chickens on my plantation?” 
he said to Christy. 

“Nobody told her, Mr. Lee,” Christy said. “We didn’t think you’d 
mind. There’s plenty of yard around the house for them, and I built 
a little hen house.” 

“Stop arguing with me, nigger!” 

“Yes, sir.” 

“I don’t want thickens scratching up crops on this plantation.” 

“Yes, sir,” Christy said. 

“Where did you get- money to pay on a radio?” 

“I snared a few rabbits and skinned them, and then I sold their 
hides for a little money.” 

“I <don’t want no rabbits touched on my plantation,” Lee said. 
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He shook out the heavy strap and cracked it against his boots. 

“Why haven’t you got anything down on the books in the planta- 
tion store?” Lee asked. 

“I just don’t like to go into debt,” Christy said. “I want to come out 
ahead when the accounts are settled at the end of the year.” 

“That’s my business whether you come out owing or owed at the 
end of the year,” Lee said. 

He pointed to a crack in the floor. 

“Take off that shirt and drop your pants and get down on your 
knees straddle that crack,” the white man said. 

“What are you going to do to me, Mr. Lee?” 

“I’ll show you what I’m going to do,” he replied. “Take off that 
shirt and pants and get down there like I told you.” 

“Mr. Lee, I can’t let you beat me like that. No, sir, Mr. Lee. I can’t 
let you do that to me. I just can’t!” 

“You black-skinned, back-talking coon, you!” Lee shouted, his face 
turning crimson with anger. 

He struck Christy with the heavy, brass-studded strap. Christy 
backed out of reach, and when Lee struck him the second time, the 
Negro caught the strap and held on to it. Lee glared at him at first, 
and then he tried to jerk it out of his grip. 

“Mr. Lee, I haven’t done anything except catch a few rabbits and 
raise a few chickens and things like that,” Christy prote^ d. “I didn’t 
mean any harm at all. I thought you’d be pleased if I put some new 
pickets in your fence.” 

“Shut your mouth and get that shirt and pants off like I told you,” 
he said, angrier than ever. “And turn that strap loose before I blast it 
loose from you.” 

Christy stayed where he was and held on to the strap with all his 
might. Lee was so angry he could not speak after that. He ran to the 
closet and got his pistol. He swung around and fired it at Christy 
three times. Christy released his grip on the strap and tank to the 
floor. 

Lee’s brother, Morgan, and the bookkeeper, Hendricks, came run- 
ning into the back room. 

“What happened, Lee?” his brother asked, seeing Christy Tucker 
lying on the floor. $ 
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“That nigger threatened me,” Lee said, blowing hard. He walked 
to the closet and tossed the pistol on the shelf. “You and Hendricks 
heard him threaten to kill me. I had to shoot him down to protect my 
own life.” 

They left the back room and went into the front office. Several 
clerks from the plantation store ran in and wanted to know what all 
the shooting was about. 

“Just a biggity nigger,” Lee said, washing his hands at the sink. 
“He was that Alabama nigger that came over here two or three 
months ago. I sent for him this morning to ask him what he meant by 
putting new pickets in the fence around his house without asking me 
first. When I got him in here, he threatened me. He was a bad 
nigger.” 

The clerks went back to the plantation store, and Hendricks opened 
up his books and went to work on the accounts. 

“Open up the back door,” Lee told his brother, “and let those nig- 
ners out in the back see what happens when one of them gets as big- 
gity as that coon from Alabama got.” 

His brother opened the back door. When he looked outside into the 
road, there was not a Negro in sight. The only living thing out there 
was the mule on which Christy Tucker had ridden to town. 



THE GROWING SEASON 


There arc two ways of reading this story. One is to run 
through it rapidly and thinly nothing of it. The other 
is to reread it until the character of Fiddler is no longer 
a puzzle. 




THE GROWING SEASON 


A HE heat was enough to drive anybody crazy. 

The wire-grass was growing faster than Jesse English could keep 
it chopped down and covered up. He had been going over the twelve 
acres of cotton for five days already, and he was just about ready to 
give up. 

At noon when his wife called him to dinner, Jesse unhitched the 
mule from the scraper and turned him loose. The mule walked un- 
steadily towards the barn, stumbling over the rows as if he had blind- 
staggers. Jesse’s eyes were bloodshot by the heat, and he was afraid 
he was going to get a sunstroke. He got to the house, but he could 
not eat anything. He stretched out on the porch, his straw hat over 
his face to shut out the glare of the sun, feeling as if he could never 
get up again as long as he lived. 

Lizzie came to the door and told him to get up and eat the meal 
she had cooked. Jesse did not answer her, and after a while she went 
back inside out of sight. 

The rattling of the trace chain in the yard woke Jesse, up. He raised 
himself on his elbow and looked out under the chintfWiry tree at 
Fiddler. Fiddler crawled around the tree, winding the chain around 
the trunk of the chinaberry. When Fiddler had wound the chain as 
far as he could, he lay down again. 

Jesse stared at Fiddler with his bloodshot eyes burning into his head 
until he could not stand it any longer. He dug his knuckles into his 
eye sockets until the pain had left for a while. 

Fiddler got up and made as if to stand. Instead, he pitched forward 
like a drunken man, falling into a mass. Jesse felt a new rush of blood 
in his head each time Fiddler rattled the eHin. While watching him, 
he began to wonder what was going to happen to his crop of cotton. 
It had rained for a solid week just when the cotton was ready to hoe, 
and before he could catch up with it, the wire-grass had got ahead of 
him. Lizzie had had a sunstroke the year before, and every time She 
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stayed in the sun fifteen or twenty minutes she fainted. She could not 
help him hoe; there was nobody to help him. There was not even a 
Negro on the place. 

When he looked out over the field, he realized how little he had 
accomplished since sun-up that morning. He did not see how he would 
ever be able to clear out the grass before the cotton plants got 
choked out. 

The trace chain rattled again. Jesse pushed himself on his hands 
and feet to the edge of the porch and sat there staring at Fiddler- 
Lizzie came to the door once more and told him to come and eat his 
dinner, but he did not hear her. 

Fiddler turned over on the ground and lay with his head up against 
the trunk of the chinaberry tree. 

Sitting on the edge of the porch with his feet swinging back and 
forth, Jesse rubbed his eyes with his knuckles and tried to reason 
clearly. The heat, even in the shade of the porch roof, was blinding 
him. His eyes burned like hot chestnuts in his head. When he heard 
Fiddler rattle the chain again, he tried to stare at him through the 
heat, but Fiddler was by then no more than a blue patch in the yard. 

The crop was going to ruin because there was nobody to help him 
get the grass out before the cotton plants were choked to death by the 
wire-grass. 

Jesse eased himself off the edge of the porch and climbed the steps 
and went into the hall. His shotgun was standing in the corner be- 
hind the door. It was kept loaded all the time, and he did not stop 
to see if there were any shells in the barrels. 

‘‘Your dinner’s getting spoiled, Jesse,” his wife said somewhere in 
the house. 

He did not answer her. 

Outside in the sun and heat once more, Jesse could see the wire- 
grass choking the life out of his crop of cotton. He ran to the far end 
of the yard and olift into the field and began kicking the cotton plants 
and grass with his feet. Even then the wire-grass sprang back like coils 
in a bedspring. The cotton plants he had kicked from their roots be- 
gan slowly to wilt in the noonday heat. By the time he had turned 
away, the plants had shriveled up and died. 

He went back into the yard and kicked the trace chain. One end 
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was fastened to the chinaberry tree, and the other end was clamped 
around Fiddler’s neck. He stood the shotgun against the tree and be- 
gan fumbling with the clamp. While he was stooped over, Lizzie 
came to the porch again. 

“What are you aiming to do with that shotgun, Jesse?” she asked, 
shading her eyes with her hands. 

When he did not answer her, she ran down the steps and raced 
across the yard to the chinaberry. 

The clamp was unfastened then. Jesse grabbed the gun and jerked 
the chain. He jerked the chain harder the next time, and Fiddler 
rolled to his feet and went wobbling across the yard like a drunken 
man trying to walk. 

Lizzie tried to jerk the chain out of Jesse’s hand. He pushed her 
aside. 

“Jesse 1” she screamed at him. “Jesse, what you going to do with 
Fiddler!” 

He pushed her behind him. Fiddler wobbled on his undeveloped 
legs and Jesse poked him upright with the gun-stock each time he 
looked as if he would fall. Lizzie came screaming after them and fell 
around her husband’s legs. Jesse got away from her before she could 
lock her arms around his knees. 

Fiddler had started running towards the barn. Jesse ran behind, 
holding the gun ahead so he could prod Fiddler in the . irection he 
wanted him to go. 

The crop was ruined. But he had forgotten all about the wire-grass 
choking out the tender cotton plants. The grass had got ahead of him 
before he could stop it. If Lizzie had not been sunstruck, or if he had 
had anybody else to help him, he could have saved his cotton. The 
wire-grass on twelve acres was too much for one man, once he fell 
behind. 

His eyes were so bloodshot he could not see Fiddler very well. The 
heat and the throbbing in his head made him forget everything ex- 
cept that he had to get Fiddler out behind the barn where the gully 
was. He threw a corncob at the mule to get him out of Fiddler’s way. 
The mule went into the barn. 

Fiddler ran off in another direction, but Jesse headed him bach to 
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the gully with the butt end of the shotgun. He hit Fiddler again with 
the stock to keep him from going in the wrong direction. 

Lizzie was screaming in the front yard. She did not have her sun- 
bonnet on, and she had already got a touch of heat. 

When they got to the gully, Jesse shoved Fiddler down into it. Fid- 
dler lay on the bottom on the wash, digging at the sides and trying 
to get out. 

Jesse raised his gun to sight down the barrels, and all he could see 
was a wiggling gray mass against the red clay gully-bank. He pulled 
the trigger anyway, and waited a moment. Without lowering the gun, 
he fired the second shell at Fiddler. 

Fiddler was making more noise than he had ever made before. 
Jesse sat down on the side of the gully and rubbed his eyes with his 
knuckles. He felt the dried earth give way under his knees, and he 
moved back a little to keep from sliding down into the gully where 
Fiddler was floundering like a fish that had been tossed upon dry land. 

“Stop that kicking and squealing, and die, damn you!” Jesse 
shouted. “Die! Damn you, die!” 

He could not sit there any longer. He had waited as long as he 
could wait for Fiddler to stop thrashing around in the gully. The bird- 
shot in the shells was strong enough to kill a mule at short range, but 
they had not been strong enough to kill Fiddler. 

Lizzie screaming under the chinaberry tree and the heat and the 
blazing sun overhead sent Jesse running to the woodpile at the back of 
the house. He grabbed up the ax and came running back to the gully. 
Fiddler was still thrashing around on the bottom like a chicken with 
its head cut off. Jesse jumped down the bank and struck at Fiddler 
three or four times. When he stopped, blood was all over the ax- 
handle and blade, and the bottoms of his overall legs were soaked 
with it. 

After a while Fiddler lay still, and Jesse walked down to the lower 
end of the gully ifhere the banks were not so steep and climbed to 
the top. On the way back to the house he could see Lizzie lying on 
the ground under the chinaberry tree where Fiddler had been kept 
chained. 

He carried the ax to the woodpile and swung the blade into a hick- 
ory kg. After that he sat down on the woodpile and wiped his face 
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with his hands and tried to stop the burning of his eyeballs by dig' 
ging at them with his knuckles. 

From somewhere a breeze came up, and the wind against his hot 
face made him feel better all over. He ran his thumb under one over- 
all strap and threw it off. The breeze blowing against his wet shirt 
and skin felt like a gentle rain. 

One of the hounds that had been sleeping under the house got up 
and walked out to the woodpile and began licking the ax-handle. 
Jesse watched him until he had finished. When the dog started lick- 
ing his overall legs, Jesse kicked him with all his might. The hound 
tumbled to his feet and ran yelping back under the house. 

Jesse wiped his face with his hands again, and got up. He found the 
hoe leaning against the side of the house. He carried it to the porch 
and pulled the rat-tailed file out of the weatherboarding where it had 
been stuck since the last time he used it. 

He thought he heard his wife stumbling through the hall of the 
house. 

Propping the hoe against the porch, Jesse began filing the blade 
until it was as keen as a corn-knife. After that was done, he jabbed 
the file back into the weatherboarding and walked towards the cotton 
field, bareheaded in the hot sun, carrying the hoe over his shoulder. 

Jesse was not certain, but he felt he might be able to save his crop. 
The wire-grass could not stand up under 3 -sharp hoe-bnde, and he 
could go back and file his hoe with the rat-tailed file > henever it 
wanted sharpening. 
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SLOW DEATH 


All day wc had been sitting in the piano box waiting for the rain 
to stop. Below us, twenty feet away, the muddy Savannah River 
oozed past, carrying to the sea the dead pines and rotted mule collars 
of the uplands. 

Overhead, the newly completed Fifth Street Bridge kept us dry. 
We had stacked piles of brickbats under the corners of the piano box 
to keep the floor of it dry, and the water that drained from the bridge 
and red-clay embankment passed under us on its way to the swollen 
river. 

Every once in a while Dave got up on his hands and knees and 
turned the straw over. It was banana straw, and it was soggy and foul- 
smelling. There was just enough room for the two of us in the crate, 
and if the straw was not evenly strewn, it made lumps under our 
backs and sides that felt as hard as bricks. 

Just behind us was a family of four living in a cluster of dry-goods 
boxes. The boxes had been joined together by means of holes cut in 
the sides, like those of doghouses, and the mass of packiiji^ :ases pro- 
vided four or five rooms. The woman had two dominique Lmis. These 
she kept in the box with her all the time, day and night, stroking their 
feathers so they would be persuaded lo lay eggs for her. There were a 
dozen or more other crates under the South Carolina side of the 
bridge; when old men and women, starved and yellow, died in one of 
them, their bodies were carried down to the river and lowered into the 
muddy water; when babie c were born, people leaned over the railings 
above and listened to the screams of birth and threw peanut shells 
over the side. * 

At dark the rain stopped. The sky looked is if it would not clear 
before morning, and we knew it would drizzle all night. Dave was 
restless, and he could not stay in the box any longer. 

‘‘Come on, Mike,” he said. “Let’s get out of here and dig up some- 
thing to eat somewhere ” 
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I followed him through the red mud up the side of the embankment 
to the pavement above. We walked through puddles of water, wash- 
ing the sticky red clay from our feet as we went. 

Dave had fifty cents in his pocket and I was determined not to let 
him buy me anything to eat. He had baled waste paper in a basement 
factory off and on for two weeks, and when he worked, he made fifty 
cents a day. He had worked the day before in the basement, and the 
money had been kept all that time. 

When we crossed the river into Georgia, I turned sharply to the 
right and started running up the levee away from Dave. I had gone 
fifty yards when he caught me by the sweater and made me stop. 
Then he took the fist out of his pocket and showed me the fifty- 
cent piece. 

“Don’t worry about me, Dave,” I told him, catching his wrist and 
forcing his hand back into his pocket, ‘i’ll get by till tomorrow. I’ve 
got the promise of a half-day job, and that ought to be good for a 
dollar — a half, anyway. Go on and buy yourself a good meal, Dave.” 

“No,” Dave said, jerking the fist out of his pants. “We’ll split it.” 

He pulled me along .with him towards the city. We broke through 
the levee grass and went down the embankment to the pavement. 
There was a dull orange glow in the low sky ahead of us, and the 
traffic in the streets sounded like an angry mob fighting for their lives. 

We walked along together, splashing through the shallow puddles 
of rainwater on the pavement, going towards the city. Suddenly Dave 
stopped squarely in the middle of a sheet of rainwater that had not 
drained off into the sewers. 

“You’re young, Mike,” he said, catching my sweater and shaking it 
as a dog does a pillow. “I’m old, but you’re young. You can find out 
what to do, and come back and tell me, and we’ll do it.” 

“What’s the matter, Dave?” I asked him. “What are you talking 
about?” 

He waved his irm in an arc that took in most of the world. 

“Somewhere there’s people who know what to do about being down 
and out. If you could find out from them, and come back, we could 
do it ” 

“It’ll take more than two of us, Dave. We’ll have to get a lot more 
on our side first.” 
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“Don't worry about that,” he said. “As soon as the people know 
what to do, and how to do it, we can go up and run hell out of those 
fat bastards who won't give us our jobs back.” 

“Maybe it's not time yet, Dave.” 

“Not time yeti Haven’t I been out of my job two years now? How 
much time do you want? Now’s the time, before all of us starve to 
death and get carried feet first down into that mud-slough of a river.” 

Before I could say anything, he had turned around and started up 
the street again. I ran and caught up with him. We splashed through 
the puddles, dodging the deepest-looking ones. 

Dave had had a good job in a fertilizer plant in South Augusta two 
years before. But they turned him out one day, and they would not 
take him back. There were seventy men in the crowd that was laid 
off that time. Dave would never tell me what had happened to the 
rest of them, but I knew what had happened to Dave. After he had 
run behind in house rent for six or seven months, the landlord told 
him to move out. Dave would not do it. He said he was going to stay 
there until he got back his job in the fertilizer plant in South Augusta. 
Dave stayed. 

Dave stayed in the house for another four months, but long before 
the end of that time the window-sashes and doors of the building had 
been taken out and carried off by the owner. When winter came, the 
rain soaked the house until it was as soggy as a log of * unkwood. 
After that, the cold winds of January drove through the dwelling, 
whistling through the wide slits of the house like a madman breath- 
ing through clenched teeth. There was no wood nr coal to burn in the 
fireplaces. There were only two quilts and a blanket for Dave and his 
wife and three children. Two of the children died before the end of 
January. In February his wife went. In March there was a special 
prayer service in one of the churches for Dave and his eleven-year-old 
daughter, but Dave said all he got out of it was a pair of khaki pants 
with two holes the size of dinner plates in the seat. 

Dave did not know whether his remaining daughter had died, or 
whether she was being taken care of by charity, or whether she had 
been taken in to live at a whorehouse. The last time he had seen her 
was when a policeman came and took her away one morning, leaving 
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Dave sitting in a corner of the windowless house wrapped in the two 
quilts and a blanket. 

We had reached Seventh Street by that time. The Plaza was hidden 
in fog, and all around it the tall hotels and government buildings rose 
like century-old tombstones damp and gray. 

“Go on and eat, Dave,” I told him again. “When you get through, 
I’ll meet you here, and we’ll walk back to the river and gel in out of 
the cold.” 

“I’m not going a step till you come with me.” 

“But I’m not hungry, Dave. I wouldn’t lie to you. I’m not hungry.” 

“I’m not going to eat, then,” he said again. 

The night was getting colder and more raw all the time. Some 
drain water in the gutter at our feet lay in a long snake-like stream, 
and it looked as if it would freeze before much longer. The wind was 
-coming up, blowing the fog down the river and stinging our backs. A 
moment later it had shifted its course and was stinging our faces. 

“Hurry up, Dave,” I begged him. “There’s no sense in our standing 
here and freezing. I’ll meet you in half an hour.” 

Dave caught my sweater and pulled me back. The roar of speeding 
automobiles and the crashing rumble of motor trucks made such a 
din in the street that we. had to shout to make ourselves heard. 

Just as I was about to try again to make him get something to eat 
for himself, I turned around and saw a black sedan coming around 
the corner behind us. It was coming fast, more than forty miles an 
hour, and it was on the inside, cutting the corner. 

I pulled at Dave to get him out of the way, because his back was 
turned to the sedan and he could not see it. 

He evidendy thought I was trying to make him go to the restaurant 
alone, because he pulled away from me and stepped backward out of 
my reach. It was too late then to try to grab him and get him out 
of the way, and all^J could do was to shout at him as loud as I could 
above the roar in the street. Dave must still have thought I was trying 
to make him go to the. restaurant alone, because he stepped backward 
again. As he stepped backward the second time, the bumper and 
right front mudguard on the sedan struck him. He was knocked to 
the c sidewalk like a duck-pin. 
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The man who was driving the big sedan had cut the corner by at 
least three feet, because the wheels had jumped the curb. 

There was a queer-looking expression on Dave’s face. 

The driver stopped, and he walked back to where wc were. By that 
time people had begun to gather from all directions, and we were 
surrounded on all sides. 

“Are you hurt, Dave?” I asked him, getting down on the sidewalk 
with him. 

The driver had pushed through the crowd, and when I looked up 
he was standing at Dave’s feet looking down at us, scowling. 

“Mike,” Dave said, turning his face towards me, “Mike, the half- 
dollar piece is in my right-hand pants pocket.” 

His fingers were clutching my hand, and he held me tight, V as 
though he were afraid he would fall. 

“Forget the half, Dave,” I begged him. “Tell me if you’re hurt. If 
you are, I’ll get a doctor right away.” 

Dave opened his eyes, looking straight up at me. His shoulders 
moved slightly, and he held me tighter. 

“There’s nothing wrong with him,” the driver of the sedan said, 
pushing the crowd away from him with his elbows. “There's nothing 
the matter with him. He’s faking.” 

The man stood erect above us, looking down at Dave. His mouth 
was partly open, and his lips were rounded, appearing to !>e swollen. 
When he spoke, there was no motion on his lips; they lc ued like a 
bloodless growth on his mouth, curling outward. 

“Mike,” Dave said, “I guess I’ll have to give up trying to get my job 
back. It’s too late now; I won’t have time enough.” 

The man above us was talking to several persons in the crowd. His 
lips seemed to be too stiff to move when he spoke; they looked by that 
time like rolls of unbaked dough. 

“He’s faking,” he said again. “He thinks he can get some money 
out of me, but I’m wise to the tricks of these bums. There’s nothing 
wrong with him. He’s no more hurt than I m.” 

I could hear people all around us talking. There was one fellow in 
the crowd behind me talking loud enough for everyone to hear. I 
could not see his face, but no one could have failed to hear every word 
he said. 
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“Sure, he’s a bum. That’s why they ' don’t take him to the hospital. 
What in hell do they care about a bum? They wouldn’t give him a 
ride to the hospital, because it might cost them something. They might 
get the goddam sedan bloody. They don’t want bum’s blood on the 
goddam pretty upholstery.” 

I unbuttoned Dave’s sweater and put my hand under his shirt, try- 
ing to find out if there were any bones broken in his shoulder. Dave 
had closed his eyes again, but his fingers were still gripped tightly 
around my wrist 

“He’s faking,” the driver said. “These bums try all kinds of tricks 
to get money. There’s nothing wrong with him. He’s not hurt. He’s 
faking.” 

The fellow behind us in the crowd was talking again. 

“Why don’t you take him to the hospital in your sedan, Dough- 
Face?’’ 

The man looked the crowd over, but he made no reply. 

I drew my hand out from under Dave’s shirt and saw blood on my 
fingers. It had not come from his shoulder. It came from the left side 
of his chest where he had struck the pavement when the sedan 
knocked him down and rolled over him. I put my hand inside again, 
feeling for broken bones. Dave’s body on that side was soft and wet, 
and I had felt his heart beating as though I had held it in the palm 
of my hand. 

“How about taking him to the hospital?” I said to the driver look- 
ing down at us. “He’s been hurt.” 

“That’s the way these bums fake,” the driver said, looking from 
face to face in the crowd. “There’s nothing wrong with him. He’s not 
hurt. If he was hurt, he’d yell about it. You don’t hear him yelling 
and groaning, do you ? He’s just lying there waiting for me to throw 
him a ten or a twenty. If I did that and drove off, he’d jump up and 
beat it around the block before I could get out of sight. I know these 
bums; all they waot is money. That one down there is faking just like 
all the rest of them do. He’s no more hurt than I am.” 

I tried to get up and lift Dave in my arms. We could carry him to 
the hospital, even if the driver wouldn’t take him in the sedan. 

The driver was facing the crowd again, trying to convince the 
people that Dave was attempting to hold him up for some money. 
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“He’s faking!” he said, shouting between his dead lips. “These bums 
think they can get money by jumping in front of an automobile and 
then yelping that they’re hurt. It’s a good lesson for them; maybe 
they’ll stop it now. I’m wise to them; I know when they’re faking.” 

Dave opened his eyes and looked at me. 

“Wait a minute, Mike,” he said. “Put me down. I want to tell you 
something.” 

I laid him on the sidewalk as carefully as I could. He lay there look- 
ing up at me, his hand gripping my wrist. 

“I just want to make sure you know where the half is, Mike,” he 
said. “The half is in my right-hand pants pocket.” 

I was about to tell him again that it was all right about the fifty 
cents, and to forget it, when suddenly his grip on my wrist loosened 
and his eyes clouded. 

During all the time I knelt there holding him in my arms I was try- 
ing to think of something to say to Dave before it was too late. 

Before I could think of anything to tell him, the driver of the sedan 
elbowed closer and looked down at us. 

“He’s faking,” he said. “The dirty bum’s faking.” 

He elbowed his way out of the crowd and went toward his sedan. 
When he reached it, he shouted back over the heads of the people. 

“There’s nothing wrong with him! He can’t put nothing over on 
me! I’m wise to these dirty bums. All they want is som^ /money, and 
then they get well quick enough. The dirty bum’s faking!*’ 

“Sure, he’s a bum,” the fellow behind me said, his voice ringing as 
clear as a bell. “He might get some bum’s blood on your goddam 
pretty upholstery.” 

Just then a policeman came running up, attracted by the crowd. He 
pushed the people away and poked me with his night-stick and asked 
what the trouble was. Before I could tell him, he struck me on the 
back with the billy. 

“What the*hell you guys blocking the street for?” 

I told him Dave was dead. 

He bent down and saw Dav< for the first time. 

“That’s different,” he said. 

He turned around and walked half a block to a call-box and rang 
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up the city hospital for an ambulance. By the time he had come back, 
the man who was driving the sedan had left. 

“Why didn’t you take him to the hospital in the car that knocked 
him down?” the policeman asked, whirling his night-stick and look- 
ing down the street at a woman in front of a show window. 

“Hell, can’t you see he’s a bum?” the fellow behind me said. “We 
didn’t want to get bum’s blood all over the goddam pretty upholstery.” 

The policeman stopped and looked at the fellow and me. He took 
a step forward. 

“On your way, bums,” he said, prodding us with his billy. “Clear 
out of here before I run you both in.” 

I ran back beside Dave and stood over him, a foot on each side of 
his body. The policeman jumped at me, swinging his billy and 
cursing. 

All at once the street lights went black, and when I could see again, 
the fellow who had stayed with me was dragging me down the street 
towards the freightyards. As we passed under the last street light, J. 
looked up into his face gratefully. Neither of us said anything. 



A KNIFE TO CUT THE CORN BREAD WITH 


The live j of fictional characters are sometimes almost 
as painful as the lives of living persons. 




A KNIFE TO CUT THE CORN BREAD WITH 


1HE sun opened Roy’s eyes. Through the curtainless window- 
opening, a four-by-four hole in the side of the house which could be 
closed by a wooden door in stormy weather, he could see the sun 
rolling over the top of the sandhill half a mile away. Behind him in 
the other room of the house he could hear Nora working over the 
fire in the kitchen stove. 

The early morning air was chill and damp. A dull coating of mist 
had setded on f he room, and even the quilt felt moist and watery. 

“You awake yet, Roy?” Nora asked through the door in her soft 
girlish way. 

“Just about,” he said, listening for the sound of her bare feet in the 
room. “The sun looks like it’s going to set the whole world on fire 
today. Look out the window at it.” 

She came out of the kitchen and stood beside the bed, one hand 
resting on the rattly iron headpiece, looking pale and fragile in the 
first clear light of the morning. She did not smile when she looked at 
him, but he could see in her eyes the sparkle that linger*- . there yet 
after two years. 

“There’s nothing like the sun to stir things awake,” he said, looking 
neither at her nor away from her. “Every time I see it come up like 
it did just a while ago — like the world on fire — it does something to 
me inside.” 

Her eyes wandered away as his had done, seeing only their own 
stare. 

“All the fat-bacon is gone,” she said, her lips trembling almost im- 
perceptibly. “I guess we’ll just have to eat the bread without it.” 

Roy did not say anything. His eyes turned back toward the sun, 
which looked like a house on fire in the middle of the night. The 
red ball was over the crest of the sandhill, moving swiftly over the 
tops of the stunted pines and scrub-oak. 

Nora had left before he knew it. He did not know she had gdne 
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until he heard the soft tread of her bare feet in the room behind him. 

“Maybe Mr. Gene will let us have a little piece of fat-bacon today,” 
he said, raising his voice for her to hear. “I know it’s early in the week, 
but you’ve already worked two whole days for him. He ought to let 
us have a little piece today.” 

A little while later he heard her go to the well for a bucket of fresh 
water. When she came back, he waited for her to say something, but 
there was no reply. She opened the oven door and looked to see how 
the corn bread was cooking. When she closed the oven door, she went 
out on the back porch and threw a pan of dishwater into the yard. 

In a few minutes she brought in the plate of hot corn bread and 
the pot of coffee and set them on the floor beside the bed. Then she 
sat down and poured him a cupful of coffee. 

Roy could manage to hold the cup in his hand once Nora had 
placed it there. Then by bending his head a little he could sip the 
coffee whenever he wished to. Nora, though, always watched carefully 
so he would not spill it. He could have fed himself the corn bread, 
once it was placed in his hand and his hand placed on his chest, be- 
cause he could bend his head down far enough to bite it with his teeth. 
But Nora always sat beside him where she could help him, and she 
could not keep from feeding him with her own hand every once in 
a while. 

Nora had finished eating and was ready to go. She gave him a 
second cup of coffee while she was there, and then she went to the 
back porch to comb her hair again. 

“How many more days of hoeing have you got up there in Mr. 
Gene’s cotton?” he asked her. 

“Maybe three, and there might be four. Two of the colored hands 
didn’t come yesterday. If they don’t come today, it will take us four 
days to finish the piece.” 

“You’ll have six days* pay corning to you then, won’t you?” he 
asked. “When you^sec Mr. Gene today, tell him we’re all out of fat- 
bacon, Nora. Tell nim we’d like to get a little two-pound piece.” 

She did not say anything for a while. She went into the kitchen, 
and came back into the room with him. 

“Suppose he won’t let us have it?” she asked. 

“But Mr. Gene ought to do that for us,” he told her. 
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She had left before he realized it. He had closed his eyes for a few 
moments and, when he opened them again, she was no longer there. 
He supposed she thought he had dropped off to sleep again, and had 
gone to hoe cotton without waking him. 

He was wide awake. He looked out the window again, but the sun 
had traveled so far he could not see it any longer. 

There was another whole day before him. Until sundown that 
night he would lie there on his back, unable to move a single limb 
of his body. He could move his head a little, because his neck was not 
limp like his arms and legs. But still he could not move out of the 
position he was in. He had lain there, except for the times when Nora 
half dragged, half carried him across the room or to the porch, for 
the past eight months. 

It had been eight months, not the eight years it seemed to him, since 
the bale of cotton had fallen on him when he was helping Mr. Gene 
and a Negro to store the ginned crop in the shed beside Mr. Gene’s 
barn. Nobody had ever said whose fault it was that the bale had 
fallen off the truck and had knocked him flat on the ground, landing 
on top of him. Roy did not know himself. It might have been an ac- 
cident, or one of the others might have toppled the bale over just to 
see what he would do. But whatever the reason was, he had not seen 
the bale fall until it was too late to get out of the way. It struck him, 
knocking him flat on the ground, and then fell on him, 1 inding on 
his back. He had not been able to move a hand or fool since. Mr. 
Gene had said it was just an act of God, and could not be helped. 
He had said many times since then that there was nothing he could 
do about it. 

For a while Mr. Gene had wanted him to move off the farm. He 
told Roy there was nothing he could do any more, and that he needed 
the house for another tenant to take his place. But Roy and Nora had 
said they had nowhere else to go, and that since Roy had been para- 
lyzed while working for him, they thought he ought to let them stay. 
Mr. Gene finally agreed to that, but he to • Nora she had to work 
out the rent, and the bread and meat and coffee. She went to work 
with the Negroes in the fields, doing the best she could with what 
little strength she had. 

Ever since then Roy had tried to get off his back. The doctor csgne 
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once, soon after he had got hurt, and said that he would never walk 
again, much less work, and that he probably would be flat on his back 
for the rest of his life. If it had not been for Nora, Roy did not know 
what would have happened to him. There was nobody else to take 
care of him. He and Nora had been married only two yefcrs. She was 
fifteen when they were married and came there to live, and even at 
seventeen she was not fully grown. She was still a little girl. 

Sometimes the Negroes who lived in the tenant houses farther down 
the road stopped and talked to him, and most of them brought things 
from their gardens when they had enough to spare. On rainy days, 
and sometimes on Sundays, Ernest Mann, who lived with his wife 
and children in the closest Negro tenant house, came by and stopped 
to talk a while. Ernest would tell him everything that was happening 
on the farm, and Roy was glad of that, because there were many 
things that Nora never got a chance to find out about. 

Roy did not know what was going to happen to them. He was 
afraid that Mr. Gene was going to put them off the place almost any 
day. He knew it would happen sooner or later. When it did happen, 
he did not know what they would do. It was difficult for Nora to earn 
a- living for both of them, even there; if they moved away, he did 
not know what she could find to do that would bring in enough to 
pay house rent and buy food and provide clothes now and then. He 
worried about that all the time; but he could find no answer that 
seemed to satisfy him. Several times he had told Nora he wanted her 
to go away and leave him, because he did not wish her to break her- 
self trying to support him. Nora would never let him talk about it 
when she could stop him. 

There did not seem to be much he could do about things. There 
was nothing much to live for; all he had was his love for Nora, and 
hers for him. 

After all those months in bed he could determine almost to the 
quarter-hour the tfme when Nora would come home. He watched the 
sun’s rays shining through the windows as though they were hands 
on a clock. 

Nora came up on the front steps while he was looking through the 
door. He had been expecting her any minute. She looked more tired 



KNIFE TO CUT THE CORN BREAD WITH 259 


and weary than ever when he saw her. It was painful to see her 
coming home at night like that. He could not help feeling like some- 
body who with a whip was forcing a seventeen-year-old girl to go 
out and do a man’s work in the hot sun for ten and eleven hours 
every day. 

“That’s you, isn’t it, Nora?” he said, trying to see her plainly. 

“Yes, Roy,” she answered. 

Nora came into the room and sat down on the bed beside him. The 
old stockings that she wore over her hands to protect them from tfce 
sun and to keep the wooden hoe handle from blistering her fingers 
were in shreds. She took them off and dropped them weakly on the 
floor at her feet. 

“Have you been all right today, Roy?” she asked. A smile broke the* 
corners of her mouth, but she was too tired to let it go any farther 
across her cheeks. “Are you all right now, Roy?” 

He smiled at her and turned his face as close to hers as he could. 
She bent over and placed her mouth against his while he kissed her. 
Her eyes closed slowly while he kissed her hungrily. She did not move 
for a long time. 

“Did you ask Mr. Gene for the piece of fat-bacon?” he said after 
a while. 

She nodded her head. 

“Wouldn’t he let you have it?” 

She shook her head. 

“Why not?” 

“He said we’d have to wait until Saturday before he could let us 
have anything. He said we ought to make out with what he lets us 
have once a week.” 

Roy could feel himself trying with all his mind to make his body 
move. He felt as though he had been strapped hand and foot with 
iron bands. Every time he strained to raise his hands he felt as though 
some force were - beating him over the head and face with heavy 
chains. 

“I don’t care if he did say that; that’s not fair at all,” he said as 
loud as he could. “You work for him by the day just like anybody 
else works, and he ought to give you enough to eat, besides the house 
rent.” 
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Nora fell across his chest, her arms squeezing him tightly. He could 
feel her breast jerk with sobs, but she did not make any sounds. He 
closed his eyes and tried to think of something he could do. It was 
driving him mad to have to lie there and see her suffer like that. 

Presently she stopped crying and sat up. 

“Ill go cook some corn bread and make the coffee,” she said. She 
stood up, but her hands were still on his face. “1*11 hurry and cook us 
something to eat, Roy.” 

" He let her go without saying anything more. He could hear her bare 
feet on the kitchen floor, and he could hear the frail house shake and 
tremble each time she took a step. 

It was dark by then. The twilight had gone quickly, lasting, it 
seemed, only a few minutes. 

Out on the steps he heard somebody knock. 

“Who’s that?” he called through the door. 

“Ernest.” 

“Come in, Ernest,” he said. 

Roy could not see the Negro in the dark, except for a moment when 
he passed through the door. When he got there, he sat down on the 
floor, his back against the wall. 

“What have you been doing today, Ernest?” Roy asked him. 

“Chopping cotton like everybody else,” Ernest said. 

“Be finished soon?” 

“Maybe Friday night, in that field, maybe Saturday noon.” 

“That’s what Nora thought, too,” Roy said. 

Neither of them said anything for a while. Presently Ernest shuffled 
his feet on the floor, but he did not get up. 

“I heard Miss Nora ask the white-boss for a piece of fat-bacon to- 
night,” Ernest said. “I sure felt something or other, too.” 

“Mr. Gene wouldn’t let us have a piece,” Roy said. “He told Nora 
we’d have to wait till Saturday.” 

“I know it,” E$)est said. “I was standing right there and I heard it 
all. I never felt like doing something more in all my life, either. I sure 
had a feeling come over me.” 

Nora could be heard opening the oven door and sliding the bread 
pan inside. 

“I reckon you know all about the way the white-boss goes to church 
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every Sunday morning down at that church on Swift Creek, don’t 
you?” Ernest said. 

“I used to see him down there sometimes,” Roy said. “Before I got 
hurt.” 

“They tell me he’s the biggest-talking man in the church now. They 
say he talks the loudest, prays the loudest, sings the loudest, and makes 
the most noise when he puts money in the collection box.” 

“That’s the way I remember him,” Roy said. “He makes a big to-do 
about going to church. He always was a religious man. He told me 
once I was going to hell for sure because I didn’t go to church like 
him.” 

Ernest shuffled his feet on the floor some more. 

“He’s all that religious-acting, but he won’t give his tenants a little 
piece of fat-bacon until Saturday afternoon.” 

Roy lay still tor a while. He was hungry, hungry as could be. He 
could smell the coffee boiling, and he could hear Nora taking the pan 
of hot corn bread from the oven, but he was so hungry for a little 
piece of meat he felt as though he would be willing to cut a slice out 
of his numb legs if he dared. He had never thought of doing that be- 
fore, and he wondered what would happen to him if he did. He did 
not believe he would feel any pain. He had not been able to feel any- 
thing at all in his arms and legs for eight months. The blood, if there 
was any, could be stopped by tying a piece of cloth tightly around it. 
He wondered what Nora would do — he would not be able d eat any 
himself if she refused to. But he would not have to tell her where it 
came from. She could think Ernest, or one of the other Negro tenants, 
gave it to him. His mind felt as if it was racing like a bird in flight. 
His own hunger pained him, but he knew that Nora’s, after she had 
been working day after day in the fields doing a man’s work, was 
even greater than his. If he could only feed her, he would be able to 
lie there day after day without straining to do something but feeling 
as helpless as a man bound hand and foot with iron bands. 

In the midst of it, he heard Ernest sayi r; something. He listened 
with one ear. 

“You . white-folks call him Mr. Gene,” Ernest said, “but do you 
know what I call that white-boss?” 

“What?” Roy said. 
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"I call him Mr. Jesus. When he’s not around to hear me. That’s it. 
Mr. Jesus.” 

Something struck Roy’s mind like a pin-prick. He could see Mr. 
Gene— Mr. Jesus now— standing up in Swift Creek Church and shout- 
ing out a prayer. He could see him taking the preacher home to 
dinner and sitting down to a table piled high with chicken and pork 
and sweet potatoes and white bread. He could see his own self lying 
there in bed with a knife slicing off pieces of his leg. He could 
see 

Nora had come in and sat down on the bed beside him. He felt her 
hand on his forehead, cool and soft. 

“Did you bring a knife to cut the corn bread with?” he asked her. 

“No, Roy,” she said in surprise. “Do you want me to get a knife?” 

He was thinking that he could keep the knife beside him in bed 
until the next day, when she would be away chopping cotton in the 
field. 

“You never wanted a knife before, Roy. Do you want me to get 
one now?” 

“The sharpest knife,” he said. “The sharpest knife to cut the corn 
bread with.” 

The moment she took her hand from his forehead he could re- 
member nothing. He 'closed his eyes and lay there waiting for her to 
come back. He did not know how he would ever again be able to let 
her leave him, even for so short a time as a second or two. 
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Does it make any difference, after all, whether an event 
actually happened or whether it might have happened ? 
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At sunrise a Negro on his way to the big house to feed the mules 
had taken the word to Colonel Henry Maxwell, and Colonel Henry 
phoned the sheriff. The sheriff had hustled Jim into town and locked 
him up in the jail, and then he went home and ate breakfast. 

Jim walked around the empty cellroom while he was buttoning his 
shirt, and after that he sat down on the bunk and tied his shoelaces. 
Everything that morning had taken place so quickly that he had not 
even hAd time to get a drink of water. He got up and went to the 
water bucket near the door, but the sheriff had forgotten to put water 
into it. 

By that time there were several men standing in the jailyard. Jim 
went to the window and looked out when he heard them talking. Just 
then another automobile drove up, and six or seven men got out. 
Other men were coming towards the jail from both directions of the 
street. 

“What was the trouble out at your place this morning, J : m?” some- 
body said. 

Jim stuck his chin between the bars and looked at the faces in the 
crowd. He knew everyone there. 

While he was trying to figure out how everybody in town had 
heard about his being there, somebody else spoke to him. 

“It must have beet} an accident, wasn’t it, Jim?” 

A colored boy hauling a load of cotton to the gin drove up the street. 
When the wagon got in front of the jail, the boy whipped up the 
mules with the ends of the reins and made them trot. 

“I hate to see the State have a grudge agunst you, Jim,” somebody 
said. 

The sheriff came down the street swinging a tin dinner-pail in his 
hand. He pushed through the crowd, unlocked the door, and set the 
pail inside. 
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Several men came up behind the sheriff and looked over his shoulder 
into the jail. 

“Here’s your breakfast my wife fixed up for you, Jim. You’d better 
eat a little, ‘Jim boy.” 

Jim looked at the pail, at the sheriff, at the open jail door, and he 
shook his head. 

“I don’t feel hungry,” he said. “Daughter’s been hungry, though — 
awful hungry.” 

The sheriff backed out the door, his hand going to the handle of 
his pistol. He backed out so quickly that he stepped on the toes of 
the men behind him. 

“Now, don’t you get careless, Jim boy,” he said. “Just sit and calm 
yourself.” 

He shut the door and locked it. After he had gone a few steps to- 
wards the street, he stopped and looked into the chamber of his pistol 
to make sure it had been loaded. 

The crowd outside the window pressed in closer. Some of the men 
rapped on the bars until Jim came and looked out. When he saw them, 
he stuck his chin between the iron and gripped his hands around it. 

“How come it to happen, Jim?” somebody asked. “It must have 
been an accident, wasn’t it?” 

JimVlong thin face looked as if it would come through the bars. 
The sheriff came up to the window to see if everything was all right. 

“Now, just take it easy, Jim boy,” he said. 

The man who had asked Jim to tell what had happened, elbowed 
the sheriff out of the way. The other men crowded closer. 

“How come, Jim?” the man said. “Was it an accident?” 

“No,” Jim said, his fingers twisting about the bars. “I picked up my 
shotgun and done it.” 

The sheriff pushed towards the window again. 

“Go on, Jim, and tell us what it’s all about.” 

Jim’s face squee&d between the bars until it looked as though only 
his ears kept his head from coming through. 

|“Daughter said she was hungry, and I just couldn’t stand it no 
t. I just, couldn’t stand to hear her say it.” 

’t get all excited now, Jim boy,” the sheriff said, pushing for- 
'e moment and being elbowed away the next. 
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“She waked up in the middle of the night again and said she was 
hungry. I just couldn’t stand to hear her say it.” 

Somebody pushed all the way through the crowd until he got to 
the window. 

“Why, Jim, you could have come and asked me for something for 
her to eat, and you know I*d have given you all I got in the world.” 

The sheriff pushed forward once more. 

“That wasn’t the right thing to do,” Jim said. “I’ve been working all 
year and I made enough for all of us to eat.” 

He stopped and looked down into the faces on the other side of 
the bars. 

“I made enough working on shares, but they came and took it all 
away from me. I couldn’t go around begging after I’d made enough 
to keep us. They just came and took it all off. Then Daughter woke 
up again this morning saying she was hungry, and I just couldn’t stand 
it no longer.” 

“You’d better go and get on the bunk now, Jim boy,” the sheriff 
said. 

“It don’t seem right that the little girl ought to be shot like that,” 
somebody said. 

“Daughter said she was hungry,” Jim said. “She’d been saying that 
for all of the past month. Daughter’d wake tip in the middle of the 
night and say it. I just couldn’t stand it no longer.” 

“You ought to have sent her over to my house, Jim. Me and my 
wife could have fed her something, somehow. It don’t look right to 
kill a little girl like her.” 

“I’d made enough for all of us,” Jim said. “1 just couldn’t stand it 
no longer. Daughter’d been hungry all the past month.” 

“Take it easy, Jim boy,” the sheriff said, trying to push forward. 

The crowd swayed from side to side. 

“And so you just picked up the gun this morning and shot her?” 
somebody asked. 

“When she woke up this morning sayin & she was hungry, I just 
couldn’t stand it.” 

The crowd pushed closer. Men were coming towards the jail from 
all directions, and those who were then arriving pushed forward to 
hear what Jim had to say. 
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“The State has got a grudge against you now, Jim,” somebody said, 
“but somehow it don’t seem right.” 

“I can't help it,” Jim said. “Daughter woke up again this morning 
that way.” 

The jailyard, the street, and the vacant lot on the other side were 
filled with men and boys. All of them were pushing forward to hear 
Jim. Word had spread all over town by that time that Jim Carlisle had 
shot and killed his eight-year-old daughter, Clara. 

“Who does Jim share-crop for?” somebody asked. 

“Colonel Henry Maxwell,” a man in the crowd said. “Colonel Henry 
has had Jim out there about nine or ten years.” 

“Henry Maxwell didn’t have no business coming and taking all the 
shares. He’s got plenty of his own. It aint right for Henry Maxwell 
to come and take Jim’s, too.” 

The sheriff was pushing forward once more. 

“The State’s got a grudge against Jim now,” somebody said. “Some 
how it don’t seem right, though.” 

The sheriff pushed his shoulder into the crowd of men and worked 
his way in closer. 

. A man shoved the sheriff away. 

“Why did Henry Maxwell come and take your share of the crop, 
Jim?” 

“He said I owed it to him because one of his mules died about a 
month ago.” 

The sheriff got in front of the barred window. 

“You ought to go to the bunk now and rest some, Jim boy,” he said. 
“Take off your shoes and stretch out, Jim boy.” 

He was elbowed out of the way. 

“You didn’t kill the mule, did you, Jim?” 

“The mule dropped dead in the barn,” Jim said. “I wasn’t nowhere 
around. It just dropped dead,” 

The crowd wa#*pushing harder. The men in front were jammed 
against the jail, and the men behind were trying to get within ear- 
shot. Those in the middle were squeezed against each other so tightly 
they could not move in any direction. Everyone was talking louder. 

Jim’s face pressed between the bars and his fingers gripped the iron 
unjil the knuckles were white. 
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The milling crowd was moving across the street to the vacant lot. 
Somebody was shouting. He climbed up on an automobile and began 
swearing ai the top of his lungs. 

A man in the middle of the crowd pushed his way out and went 
to his automobile. He got in and drove off alone. 

Jim stood holding to the bars and looking through the window. The 
sheriff had his back to the crowd, and he was saying something to Jim. 
Jim did not hear what he said. 

A man on his way to the gin with a load of cotton stopped to find 
out what the trouble was. He looked at the crowd in the vacant lot 
for a moment, and then he turned around and looked at Jim behind 
the bars. The shouting across the street was growing louder. 

“Whats the trouble, Jim?” 

Somebody on the other side of the street came to the wagon. He 
put his foot on a spoke in the wagon wheel and looked up at the man 
on the cotton while he talked. 

“Daughter woke up this morning again saying she was hungry,” 
Jim said. 

The sheriff was the only person who heard him. 

The man on the load of cotton jumped to the ground, tied the reins 
to the wagon wheel, and pushed through the crowd to the car where 
all the shouting and swearing was being done. After listening for a 
while, he came back to the street, called a Negro who v.v* standing 
with several other Negroes on the corner, and handed hin he reins. 
The Negro drove off with the cotton towards the gin, and the man 
went back into the crowd. 

Just then the man who had driven off alone in his car came back. 
He sat for a moment behind the steering wheel, and then he jumped 
to the ground. He opened the rear door and took out a crowbar that 
was as long as he was tall. 

“Pry that jail door open and let Jim out,” somebody said. “It aint 
right for him to be in there.” 

The crowd m the vacant lot was moving .’jin. The man who had 
been standing on top of the automobile jumped to the ground, and 
the men moved towards the street in the direction of the jail. 

The first man to reach it jerked the six-foot crowbar out of the soft 
earth where it had been jabbed. 
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The sheriff backed off. 

“Now, take it easy, Jim boy/' he said. 

He turned and started walking rapidly up the street' towards his 
house. 
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It is evidence of weakness for an author to attempt to 
explain or justify the characters and events he depicts. 
It is an impertinence for that bloated middleman, the 
critic, to put in his two-cents-worth, too, because the 
best he can ever accomplish is to express the opinion of 
a single individual. Final acceptance or rejection is in 
the hands of readers, and readers alone. 
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Uncle ABE was shucking corn in the crib when Luther Bolick 
came down from the big white house on the hill and told him to pack 
up his household goods and move off the farm. Uncle Abe had grown 
a little deaf and he did not hear what Luther said the first time. 

“These old ears of mine is bothering me again, Mr. Luther,” Uncle 
Abe said. “I just can't seem to hear as good as I used to.” 

Luther looked at the Negro and scowled. Uncle Abe had got up 
and was standing in the crib door where he could hear better. 

“I said, I want you and your family to pack up your furniture and 
anything else that really belongs to you, and move off.” 

Uncle Abe reached out and clutched at the crib door for support. 

“Move off?” Uncle Abe said. 

He looked into his landlord’s face unbelievingly. 

“Mr. Luther, you don’t mean that, does you?” Uncle Abe asked, his 
voice shaking. “You must be joking, ain’t you, Mr. Luther?” 

“You heard me right, even if you do pretend to be half deaf,” Luther 
said angrily, turning around and walking several steps. ”1 vant you 
off the place by the end of the week. I’ll give you that mUvh time if 
you don’t try to make any trouble. And when you pick up your 
things, take care you don’t pick up anything that belongs to me. Or 
I’ll have the law on you.” 

Uncle Abe grew weak so quickly that he barely managed to keep 
from falling. He turned a little and slid down the side of the door and 
sat on the crib floor. Luther looked around to see what he was doing. 

“I’m past sixty,” Uncle Abe said slowly, “but me and my family 
works hard for you, Mr. J n noticed work as hard as an y bod y on your 
whole pla^e. You know ocw ji c ] ercc iiy > , r. Luth I’ve lived here, work- 
ing for y ^nd your. rangc whitc mcV 1 * for a11 of £ort y y ears - 1 ncvcr 
mentione j, ut yVou aby^,. man sa id > « art *natter how big the crop was 
that I r; fro^yoyj house and to put yii^’ ) ust enough to eat and a 
few clot floes that mean-evict?” Uncle Abe tfs£ hildrcn to hcl P work, 
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and none of them ever made any trouble for you, did they, Mr. 
Luther?” 

Luther waved his arm impatiently, indicating that he wanted the 
Negro to stop arguing. He shook his head, showing that he did not 
want to listen to anything Uncle Abe had to say. 

“That’s all true enough,” Luther said, “but I’ve got to get rid of half 
the tenants on my place. I can’t afford to keep eight or ten old people 
like you here any longer. All of you will have to move off and go 
somewhere else.” 

“Ain’t you going to farm this year, and raise cotton, Mr. Luther?” 
Uncle Abe asked. “I can still work as good and hard as anybody else. 
It may take me a little longer sometimes, but I get the work done. 
Ain’t I shucking this corn to feed the mules as good as anybody else 
could do?” 

“I haven’t got time to stand here and argue with you,” Luther said 
nervously. “My mind is made up, and that’s all there is to it. Now, 
you go on home as soon as you finish feeding the mules and start 
packing the things that belong to you like I told you.” 

Luther turned away and started walking down the path towards the 
barn. When he got as far as the barnyard gate, he turned around and 
looked back. Uncle Abe had followed him. 

“Whtre can me and my family move to, Mr. Luther?” Uncle Abe 
said. “The boys is big enough to take care of themselves. But me and 
my wife has grown old. You know how hard it is for an old colored 
man like me to go out and find a house and land to work on shares. 
It don’t cost you much to keep us, and me and my boys raise as much 
cotton as anybody else. The last time I mentioned the shares has been 
a long way in the past, thirty years or more. I’m just content to work 
like I do and get some rations and a few clothes. You know that’s true, 
Mr. Luther. I’ve lived in my little shanty over there for all of forty 
years, and it’s the only home I’ve got. Mr. Luther, me and my wife is 
both old now, an«^I can’t hire out y the day, because I don’t 

have the strength any more. But *v cotton as "ood as any 

other colored man in the coum 

Luther opcited die barnyarr' throug’ He shook 

his head as though he was 'ten nger. He 

tinned his back on U- ’ 
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Uncle Abe did not know what to say or do after that. When he saw 
Luther walk away, he became shaky all over. He clutched at the gate 
for something to hold on to. 

“I just can’t move away, Mr. Luther/’ he said desperately. “I just 
can’t do that. This is the only place I’ve got to live in the world. I just 
can’t move off, Mr. Luther.” 

Luther walked out of sight around the corner of the barn. He did 
not hear Uncle Abe after that. 

The next day, at a little after two o’clock in the afternoon, a truck 
drove up to the door of the three-room house where Uncle Abe, his 
wife, and their three grown sons lived. Uncle Abe and his wife were 
sitting by the fire trying to keep warm in the winter cold. They were 
the only ones at home then. 

Uncle Abe heard the truck drive up and stop, but he sat where he 
was, thinking it was his oldest boy, Henry, who drove a truck some- 
times for Luther Bolick. 

After several minutes had passed, somebody knocked on the door, 
and His wife got up right away and went to see who it was. 

There were two strange white men on the porch when she opened 
the door. They did not say anything at first, but looked inside the 
room to see who was there. Still not saying anything, they came inside 
and walked to the fireplace where Uncle Abe sat hunched over the 
hearth. 

“Arc you Abe Lathan?” one of the men, the oldest, asked. 

“Yes, sir, I’m Abe Lathan,” he answered, wondering who they were, 
because he had never seen them before. “Why do you want to know 
that?” 

The man took a bright metal disk out of his pocket and held it in 
the palm of his hand before Uncle Abe’s eyes. 

“I’m serving a paper and a warrant on you,” he said. “One is an 
eviction, and the other is for threatening to do bodily harm.” 

’ He unfolded the eviction notice and handed it to Uncle Abe. The 
Negro shook his head bewilderedly, looking nrst at the paper and 
finally up at the two strange white men. 

“Pm a deputy," the older man said, “and I’ve come for two things — 
to evict you from this house and to put you under arrest.” 

“What does that mean — evict?” Uncle Abe asked. 
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The two men looked around the room for a moment. Uncle Abe’s 
wife had come up behind his chair and put trembling hands on his 
shoulder. 

“We are going to move your furniture out of this house and carry 
it off the property of Luther Bolick. Then, besides that, we’re going 
to take you down to the county jail. Now, come on and hurry up, 
both of you.” 

Uncle Abe got up, and he and his wife stood on the hearth not 
knowing what to do. 

The two men began gathering up the furniture and carrying it out 
of the house. They took the beds, tables, chairs, and everything else in 
the three rooms except the cook-stove, which belonged to Luther 
Bolick. When they got all the things outside, they began piling them 
into the truck. 

Uncle Abe went outside in front of the house as quickly as he could. 

“White folks, please don’t do that,” he begged. “Just wait a minute 
while I go find Mr. Luther. He’ll set things straight. Mr. Luther is my 
landlord, and he won’t let you take all my furniture away like this. 
Please, sir, just wait while I go find him.” 

The two men looked at each other. 

“Luther Bolick is the one who signed these papers,” the deputy said, 
shaking his head. “He was the one who got these court orders to carry 
off the furniture and put you in jail. It wouldn’t do you a bit of good 
to try to find him now.” 

“Put me in jail?” Uncle Abe said. “What did he say to do that 
for?” 

“For threatening bodily harm,” the deputy said. “That’s for threat- 
ening to kill him. Hitting him with a stick or shooting him with a 
pistol.” 

The men threw the rest of the household goods into the truck and 
told Uncle Abe and his wife to climb in the back. When they made 
no effort to get 4n, the deputy pushed them to the rear and prodded 
them until they climbed into the truck. 

While the younger, man drove the truck, the deputy stood beside 
them in the body so they could not escape. They drove out the lane, 
past the other tenant houses, and then down the long road that went 
over the hill through Luther Bolick’s land to the public highway. They 
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passed the big white house where he lived, but he was not within 
sight. 

“I never threatened to harm Mr. Luther,” Uncle Abe protested. “I 
never did a thing like that in my whole life. I never said a mean thing 
about him either. Mr. Luther is my boss, and I’ve worked for him ever 
since I was twenty years old. Yesterday he said he wanted me to move 
off his farm, and all I did was say that I thought he ought to let me 
stay. I won’t have much longer to live, noway. I told him I didn’t want 
to move off. That’s all I said to Mr. Luther. I ain’t never said I was 
going to try to kill him. Mr. Luther knows that as well as I do. You 
ask Mr. Luther if that ain’t so.” 

They had left Luther Bolick’s farm, and had turned down the high- 
way towards the county seat, eleven miles away. 

“For forty years I has lived here and worked for Mr. Luther,” Uncle 
Abe said, “and I ain’t never said a mean thing to his face or behind 
his back in all that time. He furnishes me with rations for me and 
my family, and a few clothes, and me and my family raise cotton for 
him, and I been doing that ever since I was twenty years old. I moved 
here stnd started working on shares for his daddy first, and then when 
he died, I kept right on like I have up to now. Mr. Luther knows I has 
worked hard and never answered him back, and only asked for rations 
and a few clothes all this time. You ask Mr. Luther.” 

The deputy listened to all that Uncle Abe said, but he d?* 1 not say 
anything himself. He felt sorry for the old Negro and his *ife, but 
there was nothing he could do about it. Luther Bolick had driven to 
the courthouse early that morning and secured the papers ior eviction 
and arrest. Jt was his job to serve the papers and execute the court 
orders. But even if it was his job, he could not keep from feeling 
sorry for the Negroes. He didn’t think that Luther Bolick ought to 
throw them off his farm just because they had grown old. 

When they got within sight of town, the deputy told the driver to 
stop. He drew the truck up beside the highway when they reached the 
first row of houses. There were fifteen or eig 1 ^een Negro houses on 
both sides of the road. 

After they had stopped, the two white men began unloading the 
furniturd and stacking it beside the road. When it was all out of the 
truck, the deputy told Uncle Abe’s wife to get out. Uncle Abe started 
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to get out, too, but the deputy told him to stay where he was. They 
drove off again, leaving Uncle Abe's wife standing in a dazed state 
of mind beside the furniture. 

“What you going to do with me now?” Uncle Abe asked, looking 
back at his wife and furniture in the distance. 

"Take you to the county jail and lock you up,” the deputy said. 

“What’s my wife going to do?” he asked. 

“The people in one of those houses will probably take her in.” 

"How long is you going to keep me in jail locked up?” 

“Until your case comes up for trial.” 

They drove through the dusty streets of the town, around the court- 
house square, and stopped in front of a brick building with iron bars 
across the windows. 

“Here’s where we get out,” the deputy said. 

Uncle Abe was almost too weak to walk by that time, but he man- 
aged to move along the path to the door. Another white man opened 
the door and told him to walk straight down the hall until he was told 
to stop. 

. Just before noon Saturday, Uncle Abe’s oldest son, Henry, stood irt 
Ramsey Clark’s office, hat in hand. The lawyer looked at the Negro 
and frowned. He chewed his pencil for a while, then swung around in 
his chair and looked out the window into the courthouse square. Pres- 
ently he turned around and looked at Uncle Abe’s son. 

“I don’t want the case,” he said. “I don’t want to touch it.” 

The boy stared at him helplessly. It was the third lawyer he had 
gone to see that morning, and all of them had refused to take his 
father's case. 

“There’s no money in it,” Ramsey Clark said, still frowning. “I’d 
never get a dime out of you niggers if I took this case. And, besides, 
I don’t want to represent any more niggers at court. Better lawyers 
than me have bee#-ruined that way. I don’t want to get the reputation 
of being a ’nigger lawyer.’ ” 

Henry shifted the weight of his body from one foot to the other 
and bit his lips. He did not know what to say. He stood in the middle 
of the room trying to think of a way to get help for his father. 

“My father never said he was going to kill Mr. Luther,” Henry pro 
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tested. "He’s always been on friendly terms with Mr. Luther. None 
of us ever gave Mr. Luther trouble. Anybody will tell you that. All 
the other tenants on Mr. Luther’s place will tell you my father has 
always stood up for Mr. Luther. He never said he was going to try 
to hurt Mr. Luther.” 

The lawyer waved for him to stop. He had heard all he wanted to 
listen to. 

"I told you I wouldn’t touch the case,” he said angrily, snatching 
up some papers and slamming them down on his desk. “I don’t want 
to go into court and waste my time arguing a case that won’t make 
any difference one way or the other, anyway. It’s a good thing for you 
niggers to get a turn on the ’gang every once in a while. It doesn’t 
make any difference whether Abe Lathan threatened Mr. Bolick, or 
whether he didn’t threaten him. Abe Lathan said he wasn’t going to 
move off the farm, didn’t he? Well, that’s enough to convict him in 
court. When the case comes up for trial, that’s all the judge will want 
to hear. He’ll be sent to the ’gang quicker than a flea can hop. No 
lawyer is going to spend a lot of time preparing a case when he knows 
how it’s going to end. If there was money in it, it might be different. 
But you niggers don’t have a thin dime to pay me with. No, I don’t 
want the case. I wouldn’t touch it with a ten-foot pole.” 

Henry backed out of Ramsey Clark’s office and went to the jail. 
He secured permission to see his father for five minutes. 

Uncle Abe was sitting on his bunk in the cage looking through the 
bars when Henry entered. The jailer came and stood beh ; nd him at 
the cage door. 

“Did you see a lawyer and tell him I never said nothing like that 
to Mr. Luther?” Uncle Abe asked the first thing. 

Henry looked at his father, but it was difficult for him to answer. 
He shook his head, dropping his gaze until he could see only the 
floor. 

■ “You done tried, didn’t you, Henry?” Uncle Abe asked. 

Henry nodded. 

“But when you told the lawyers how I ain’t never said a mean thing 
about Mr. Luther, or his daddy before him, in all my whole life, didn’t 
they say they was going to help me get out of jail?” 

Henry shook his head. , 
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“What did the lawyers say, Henry? When you told them how re- 
spectful I’ve always been to Mr. Luther, and how I’ve always worked 
hard for him all my life, and never mentioned the shares, didn’t they 
say they would help me then?’’ 

Henry looked at his father, moving his head sideways in order to 
see him between the bars of the cage. He had to swallow hard sev- 
eral times before he could speak at all. 

“I’ve already been to sec three lawyers,” he said finally. ‘‘All three 
of them said they couldn’t do nothing about it, and to just go ahead 
and let it come up for trial. They said there wasn’t nothing they could 
do, because the judge would give you a term on the ’gang, anyway.” 

He stopped for a moment, looking down at his father’s feet through 
the bars. 

“If you want me to, I’ll go see if I can try to find some other lawyers 
to take the case. But it won’t do much good. They just won’t do any- 
thing.” 

Uncle Abe sat down on his bunk and looked at the floor. He could 
not understand why none of the lawyers would help him. Presently 
he looked up through the bars at his son. His eyes were fast filling 
with tears that he could not control. 

“Why did the lawyers say the judge would give me a term on the 
’gang, anyway, Henry?” he asked. 

Henry gripped tl te bars, thinking about all the years he had seen 
his father and mother working in the cotton fields for Luther Bolick 
and being paid in rations, a few clothes, and a house to live in, and 
nothing more. 

“Why did they say that for, Henry?” his father insisted. 

“I reckon because we is just colored folks,” Henry said at last. “I 
don’t know why else they would say things like that.” 

The jailer moved up behind Henry, prodding him with his stick. 
Henry walked down the hall between, the rows of cages towards the 
door that led to th$, street He did not look back. 
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They came slowly up the road through the colorless dawn like 
shadows left behind by the night. There was no motion in their bodies, 
and yet their feet scuffed up dust that settled behind them as quickly 
as it was raised. They lifted their eyes with each step they took, peer- 
ing toward the horizon for the first red rays of the sun. 

The woman held her lower lip clamped tightly between her teeth. 
It hurt her to do that, but it was the only way she could urge her- 
self forward step after step. There was no other way to drag her feet 
one behind the other, mile after mile. She whimpered occasionally, 
but she did not cry out. 

“It’s time to stop and rest again,” Ring said. 

She did not answer him. 

They kept on. 

At the top of the hill, they came face to face with the sun. It was a 
quarter of the way up, cut like a knife by the treeless horizon. Down 
below them was a valley lying under a cover of mist that was rising 
# slowly from the earth. They could see sever.*! houses and * rms, but 
most of them were so far away they were almost indistinguishable in 
the mist. There was smoke rising from the chimney of the first house. 

Ruth looked at the man beside her. The red rays of the sun had 
begun to color his pale face like blood. But still his eyes were tired 
and lifeless. He looked as if he were balancing himself on his two 
feet with great effort, and as if the next moment he might lose his 
balance and fall to the ground. 

“We’ll be able to get a little something to eat at that first house,” she 
said, waiting minute after minute for him to reply. 

“We’ll get something there,” she said, answt mg for him. “We will ” 

The sun came up above the horizon, fast and red. Streaks of gray 
clouds, like layers of wood smoke, swam across the face of it. Almost 
as quickly as it had risen, the sun shrank into a small fiery button 

that seared the eyes unkjil it was impossible to look at it any longer. 
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‘‘Let’s try, anyway,” Ruth said. 

Ring looked at her in the clear daylight, seeing her for the first time 
since the sun had set the night before. Her face was paler, her cheeks 
more sunken. 

Without words, he started forward down the hill. He did not turn 
his head to see if she was following him, but went down the road 
drawing one foot from behind and hurling it in front of him with all 
his might. There was no other way he could move himself over the 
ground. 

He had stopped at the front of the house, looking at the smoke that 
floated overhead, when she caught up with him at last. 

“I’ll go in and try,” she said. “You sit down and rest, Ring.” 

He opened his mouth to say something, but his throat became 
choked and no words came. He looked at the house, with its worn 
doorstep and curtain-filled windows and its smoke-filled chimney, and 
he did not feel like a stranger in a strange country as long as he kept 
his eyes upon those things. 

Ruth went through the gate, and around the side of the house, and 
stopped at the kitchen door. She looked behind her and saw Ring 
coming across the yard from the road. 

Someone was watching them from behind a curtain at the window. 

“Knock,” Ring said. 

She placed the knuckles of her right hand against the side of the 
house and rapped on the clapboards until her hand began to hurt. 

She turned around and glanced quickly at Ring, and he nodded his 
head. 

Presently the kitchen door opened a few inches and a woman’s head 
could be seen through the crack. She was middle-aged and brown- 
faced and had a long, thick scar on her forehead that looked as if it 
might have been made by a bursting fruit jar. 

“Go away,” she to||d them. 

“We won’t bother you,” Ruth said as quickly as she could. “All we 
wanted was to ask you if you could give us a little something to eat. 
Just a potato, if you have any, or bread, or something.” 

‘T don’t know what you are doing here,” the woman said. “I don’t 
like to have strange people around my house.” 
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She almost closed the door, but in a moment the crack widened, 
and her face could be seen once more. 

“I’ll feed the girl,” she said finally, “but I can’t let the man have 
anything. I don’t have enough for both of you, anyway.” 

Ruth turned quickly around, her heels digging into the sandy earth. 
She looked at Ring. He nodded his head eagerly. 

He could see the word forming on her Ups even though he could 
not hear it. She shook her head. 

Ring went several steps toward her. 

“We’ll try somewhere else,” she said. 

“No,” he said. “You go in and eat what she’ll give you. I’ll try at 
the next house we come to.” 

She still did not wish to go into the house without him. The woman 
opened the door a fool or more, and waited for her to come up the 
steps. 

Ring sat down on a bench under a tree. 

“I’m going to sit here and wait until you go in and get something 
to eat for yourself,” he said. 

Ruth went up the steps slowly to the porch and entered the door. 
When she was inside, the woman pointed out a chair by a table, and 
Ruth sat down. 

There were potatoes, warmed over from the night before, and cold 
biscuits. These were put on the table in front of her, aiio fhen the 
woman poured a cup of hot coffee and set it beside the pla 

Ruth began to eat as quickly as she could, sipping the hot black 
coffee and chewing the potatoes and bread while the brown-faced 
woman stood behind her at the door, where she could watch Ring and 
her by turns. 

Twice Ruth managed to slip pieces of bread into her tyouse, and 
finally she got half a potato into the pocket of her skirt. The woman 
eyed her suspiciously when she was not watching Ring in the yard 
outside. 

“Going far?” the woman asked. 

“Yes,” Ruth answered. 

“Come far?” the woman asked. 

“Yes,” Ruth said. 

“Who is that man with you?” 
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“He’s my husband,” Ruth told her* 

The woman looked out into the yard again, then back at Ruth. She 
did not say anything more for a while. 

Ruth tried to put another piece of potato into her skirt pocket, but 
by then the woman was watching her more closely than ever. 

"I don’t believe he is your husband,” the woman said. 

“Well,” Ruth answered, “he is.” 

“I wouldn’t call him much of a husband to let you walk through 
the country begging food like you did just a little while ago.” 

“He’s been sick,” R\ith said quickly, turning in the chair to face the 
woman. “He was sick in bed for five weeks before we started out.” 

“Why didn’t you stay where you were, instead of making tramps 
out of yourselves? Can’t he hold a job, or don’t he want to work?” 

Ruth got up, dropping the bread in her hand. 

“Thank you for the breakfast,” she said. “I am going now.” 

“If you take my advice,” the woman said, “you'll leave that man the 
first chance you get. If he won’t work at a job, you’ll be a fool ” 

“He had a job, but he got sick with a kind of fever.” 

“I don’t believe you. I'd put you down for lying about him.” 

Ruth went to the door, opened it herself, and went outside. She 
turned around on the porch and looked at the woman who had given 
her something to eat. 

“If he was sick in bed, like you said,” the woman asked, following 
her past the door, “why did he get up and start tramping like this with 
nothing for you and him to cat?” 

Ruth saw Ring sitting on the bench under the tree, and she was not 
going to answer the woman, but she could not keep from saying some- 
thing. 

“The reason we started out walking like this was because my sister 
wrote and told me that our baby had died. When my husband first 
got sick, I sent the baby to my sister’s. Now we’re going to see the 
grave where she’s bufied.” 

She ran down the steps and walked across the yard as rapidly as she 
could. When she reached the corner of the house, Ring got up and 
followed her to the road. Neither of them said anything, but she could 
not keep from looking back at the house, where the woman was 
watching them through the crack in the door. 
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After they had gone a hundred feet or more, Ruth unfastened her 
blouse and pulled out the pieces of bread she had carried there. Ring 
took them from her without a word. When he had eaten all there was, 
she gave him the potato. He ate it hungrily, talking to her with his 
eyes while he chewed and swallowed. 

They had walked for nearly half an hour before either of them 
spoke again. 

“She was a mean old woman,” Ruth said. “If it hadn’t been for the 
food, I’d have got up and left before I ate what she gave me.” 

Ring did not say anything for a long time. They had reached the 
bottom of the valley and were beginning to go up the grade on the 
other side before he spoke again. “Maybe if she had known where we 
were going, she might not have been so mean to you,” Ring said. 

Ruth choked back a sob. 

“How much farther is it, Ring?” 

“About thirty or forty miles.” 

“Will we get there tomorrow?” 

He shook his head. 

“The day after?” 

“I don’t know.” 

“Maybe if we get a ride, we might get there tonight?” she asked, 
unable to hold back any longer the sobs that choked her throat and 
breast. 

“Yes,” he said. “If we could get a ride, we would get th ie a lot 
sooner.” 

He turned his head and glanced down the road behind them, but 
there was nothing in sight. Then he looked down at the ground he 
was walking on, counting the steps he took with his right foot, and 
then his left. 
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The mockingbird that had perched on the roof top all night, filling 
the clear cool air with its music, had flown away when the sun rose. 
There was silence as deep and mysterious as the flat sandy country 
that extended mile after mile in every direction. Yesterday’s shadows 
on the white sand began to reassemble under the trees and around the 
fence posts, spreading on the ground the lacy foliage of the branches 
and the fuzzy slabs of the wooden fence. 

The sun rose in leaps and bounds, jerking itself upward as though 
it were in a great hurry to rise above the tops of the pines so it could 
shine down upon the flat country from there to the Gulf. 

Inside the house the bedroom was light and warm. Nellie had been 
awake ever since the mockingbird had left. She lay on her side with 
one arm under her head. Her other arm was around the head beside 
her on the pillow. Her eyelids fluttered. Then for a minute at a time 
they did not move at all. After that they fluttered again, seven or eight 
or nine times in quick succession. She waited as patiently as she could 
for Vern to wake up. 

When Vern came home sometime late in the night, h: did not 
wake her. She had stayed awake waiting for him as long as she could, 
but she had become so sleepy her eyes would not stay open until he 
came. 

The dark head on the pillow beside hers looked tired and worn. 
Vern’s forehead, even in sleep, was wrinkled a little over his nose. 
Around the corners of his eyes the skin was darker than it was any- 
where else on his face. She reached over as carefully as possible and 
kissed the cheek closest to her. She wanted .to put both arms around 
his head and draw him to her, and to kiss l m time after time and 
hold his dark head tight against her face. 

Again her eyelids fluttered uncontrollably. 

“Vern,” she whispered softly. “Vern.” 

Slowly his eyes opened, then quickly closed again* 
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“Vern, sweet,” she murmured, her heart beating faster and faster. 

Vern turned his face toward her, snuggling his head between her 
arm and breast, and moving until she could feel his breath on her neck. 

“Oh, Vern,” she said, part aloud. 

He could feel her kisses on his eyes and cheek and forehead and 
mouth. He was comfortably awake by then. He found her with his 
hands and they drew themselves tightly* together. 

“What did he say, Vern?” she asked at last, unable to wait any 
longer. “What, Vern?” 

He opened his eyes and looked at her, fully awake at last. 

She could read what he had to say on his face. 

“When, Vern?” she said. 

“Today,” he said, closing his eyes and snuggling his head into her 
warmth once more. 

Her lips trembled a little when he said it. She could not help her- 
self. 

“Where are we going to move to, Vern?” she asked like a little girl, 
looking closely to his lips for his answer. 

He shook his head, pushing it tightly against her breasts and closing 
his eyes against her body. 

They both lay still for a long time. The sun had warmed the room 
until it was almost like summer again, instead of early fall. Little 
waves of heat were beginning to rise from the weatherworn window- 
sill. There would be a little more of summer before winter came. 

“Did you tell him — ?” Nellie said. She stopped and looked down 
at Vern’s face. “Did you tell him about me, Vern?” 

“Yes.” 

“What did he say?” 

Vern did not answer her. He pushed his head against her breast and 
held her tighter, as though he were struggling for food that would 
make his body strong when he got up and stood alone in the bare 
room. 

“Didn’t he say anything, Vern?” 

“He just said he couldn’t help it, or something like that. I don’t re- 
member what he said, but I know what he meant.” 

“Doesn’t he care, Vern?” 

“I guess he doesn’t, Nellie.” 
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Nellie stiffened. She trembled for a moment, but her body stiffened 
as though she had no control over it. 

“But you care what happens to me, don’t you, Vern?” 

“Oh, God, yes!” he said. “That’s all I do care about now. If any- 
thing happens ” 

For a long time they lay in each other’s arms, their minds stirring 
them wider and wider awake. 

Nellie got up first. She was dressed and out of the room before 
Vern knew how quickly time had passed. He leaped out of bed, 
dressed, and hurried to the kitchen to make the fire in the cookstove. 
Nellie was already peeling the potatoes when he got it going. 

They did not say much while they ate breakfast. They had to move, 
and move that day. There was nothing else they could do. The furni- 
ture did not belong to them, and they had so few clothes it would 
not be troublesome to carry them. 

Nellie washed the dishes while Vern was getting their things ready. 
There was nothing to do after that except to tie up his overalls and 
shirts in a bundle, and Nellie’s clothes in another, and to start out. 

When they were ready to leave, Nellie stopped at the gate and 
looked back at the house. She did not mind leaving the place, even 
though it had been the only home she and Vern had ever had together. 
The house v/as so dilapidated that probably it would fall down in a 
few years more. The roof leaked, one side of r hr house had * ! ipped off 
the foundation posts, and the porch sagged all the way to t. e ground 
in front. 

Vern waited until she was ready to leave. When she turned away 
from the house, there were tears in her eyes, but she never looked back 
at it again. After they had gone a mile, they had turned a bend in the 
road, and the pines hid the place from sight. 

“Where are we going, Vern?” she said, looking at him through the 
tears. 

“We’ll just have to keep on until we find a place,” he said. He knew 
that she knew as well as he did that in that c, mtry of pines and sand 
the farms and houses were sometimes ten or fifteen miles apart. “I 
don’t know how far that will be.” 

While she trudged along the sandy road, she could smell the fra- 
grance of the last summer flowers all around her. The weeds and scrub 
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hid most of them from sight, but every chance she got she stopped 
a moment and looked along the side of the ditches for blossoms. Vern 
did not stop, and she always ran to catch up with him before she could 
find any. 

In the middle of the afternoon they came to a creek where it was 
cool and shady. Vern found her a place to lie down and, before taking 
off her shoes to rest her feet, scraped a pile of dry pine needles for her 
to lie on and pulled an armful of moss from the trees to put under 
her head. The water he brought her tasted of the leaves and grasses 
in the creek, and it was cool and clear. She fell asleep as soon as she 
had drunk some. 

It was late afternoon when Vern woke her up. 

“You’ve been asleep two or three hours, Nellie,” he said. “Do you 
think you could walk a little more before night?” 

She sat up and put on her shoes and followed him to the road. She 
felt a dizziness as soon as she was on her feet. She did not want to 
say anything to Vern about it, because she did not want him to worry. 
Every step she took pained her then. It was almost unbearable at times, 
and she bit her lips and crushed her fingers in her fists, but she walked 
along behind him, keeping out of his sight so he would not know 
about it. 

At sundown she stopped and sat down by the side of the road. She 
felt as though she would never be able to take another step again. The 
pains in her body had drawn the color from her face, and her limbs 
felt as though they were being pulled from her body. Before she knew 
it, she had fainted. 

When she opened her eyes, Vern was kneeling beside her, fanning 
her with his hat. She looked up into his face and tried to smile. 

“Why didn’t you tell me, Nellie?” he said. “I didn’t know you were 
so iired.” 

“I don’t want to be tired,” she said. “I just couldn’t help it, I guess.” 

He looked at her^or a while, fanning her all the time. 

“Do you think it might happen before we get some place?” he 
asked anxiously. “What dp you think, Nellie?” 

Nellie closed her eyes and tried not to think. They had not passed 
a house or farm since they had left that morning. She did not know 
how much farther it was to a town, and she was afraid to think how 
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far it might be even to the next house. It made her afraid to think 
about it. 

“I thought you said it would be another two weeks . . . ?” Vern 
said. “Didn’t you, Nellie?” 

“I thought so,” she said. “But it’s going to be different now, walk* 
ing like this all day.” 

His hat fell from his hand, and he looked all around in confusion. 
He did not know what to do, but he knew he had to do something 
for Nellie right away. 

“I can’t stand this,” he said. “I’ve got to do something.” 

He picked her up and carried her across the road. He found a place 
for her to lie under a pine tree, and he put her down there. Then he 
untied their bundles and put some of their cloth* s under her head and 
some over her feet and legs. 

The sun had set, and it was becoming dark. Vern did not know 
what to do next. He was afraid to leave her there all alone in the 
woods, but he knew he had to get help for her. 

“Vern,” she said, holding out her hand to touch him. 

He grasped it in his, squeezing and stroking her fingers and wrist. 

“What is it, Nellie?” 

“I’m afraid it is going to happen . . . happen . . . happen right 
away,” she said weakly, closing her eyes before she could finish. 

He bent down and saw that her lips were bloodless aiy? that her 
face was whiter than he had ever seen anyone’s face. While he 
watched her, her body became tense and she bit her month to keep 
from screaming with pain. 

Vern jumped up and ran to the road, looking up it and down it. 
The night had come down so quickly that he could not tell whether 
there were any fields or cleared ground there as an indication of some- 
body’s living near. There were no signs of a house or people any- 
where. 

He ran back to Nellie. 

“Are you all right?” he asked her. 

“If I could go to sleep,” she said, “I think I would be all right for 
a while.” 

He got down beside her and put his arms around her. 

“If I thought you wouldn’t be afraid, I’d go up the road until I 
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found a house and get a car or something to carry you. I can’t let you 
stay here all night on the ground.” 

“You might not get back — in time!” she cried frantically. 

“I’d hurry as fast as I could,” he said. “I’ll run until I find some- 
body.” 

“If you’ll come back in two or three hours,” she said, “I’d be able 
to stand it, I think. I couldn’t stand it any longer than that alone, 
though.” 

He got up. 

“I’m going,” he said. 

He ran up the road as fast as he could, remembering how he had 
pleaded to be allowed to stay in the house a little longer so Nellie 
would not have to go like that. The only answer he had got, even 
after he had explained about Nellie, was a shake of the head. There 
was no use in begging after that. He was being put out, and he could 
not do anything about it. He was certain there should have been some 
money due him for his crop that fall, even a few dollars, but he knew 
there was no use in trying to argue about that, either. He had gone 
home the night before, knowing they would have to leave. He stum- 
bled, falling heavily, headlong, on the road. 

When he picked himself up, he saw a light ahead. It was only a 
pale ray from a board window that had been closed tightly. But it was 
a house, and somebody lived in it. He ran toward it as fast as he 
could. 

When he got to the place, a dog under the house barked, but he 
paid no attention to it. He ran up to the door and pounded on it with 
both fists. 

“Let me ini” he yelled. “Open the door!” 

Somebody inside shouted, and several chairs were knocked over. 
The dog ran out from under the house and began snapping at Vern’s 
legs. He tried to kicl^ the dog away, but the dog was just as determined 
as he was, and came back at him more savagely than before. Finally 
he pushed the door open, breaking a button-lock. 

Several Negroes were hiding in the room. He could see heads and 
feet under the bed and behind a trunk and under a table. 

“Don’t be scared of me,” he said as calmly as he could. “I came for 
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help. My wife’s down the road, sick. I’ve got to get her into a house 
somewhere. She’s lying on the ground.” 

The oldest man in the room, a gray-haired Negro who looked about 
fifty, crawled from under the bed. 

“I’ll help you, boss,” he said. “I didn’t know what you wanted when 
you came shouting and yelling like that. That’s why I didn’t open the 
door and let you in.” 

“Have you got a cart, or something like that?” Vern asked. 

“I’ve got a one-horse cart,” the man said. “George, you and Pete go 
hitch up the mule to the cart. Hurry and do it.” 

Two Negro boys came from their hiding-places and ran out the 
back door. 

“We’ll need a mattress, or something like that to put her on,” Vern 
said. 

The Negro woman began stripping the covers from the bed, and 
Vern picked up the mattress and carried it out the front door to the 
road. While he waited for the boys to drive the cart out, he walked 
up and down, trying to assure himself that Nellie would be all right. 

When the cart was ready, they all got in and drove down the road 
as fast as the mule could go. It took less than half an hour for them 
to reach the grove where he had left Nellie, and by then he realized 
he had been gone three hours or longer. 

Vern jumped to the ground, calling her. She did not . swer. He 
ran up the bank and fell on his knees beside her on the ground. 

“Nellie!” he said, shaking her. “Wake up, Nellie! This is Vern, 
Nellie!” 

He could not make her answer. Putting his face down against hers, 
he felt* her cold cheek. He put his hands on her forehead, and that 
was cold, too. Then he found her wrists and held them in his fingers 
while he pressed his ear tightly against her breast. 

The Negro man finally succeeded in pulling him backward. For a 
while he did not know where he was o what had happened. It 
seemed as if his mind had gone completely blank. 

The Negro was trying to talk to him, but Vern could not hear a 
word he was saying. He did know that something had happened, and 
that Nellie’s face and hands were cold, and that he could not feel her 
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heart beat. He knew, but he could not make himself believe that it 
was really true. 

He fell down on the ground, his face pressed against the pine 
needles, while his fingers dug into the soft damp earth. He could hear 
voices above him, and he could hear the words the voices said, but 
nothing had any meaning. Sometime— a long time away— he would 
ask about their baby— about Nellie’s— about their baby. He knew it 
would be a long time before he cotild ask anything like that, though. 
It would be a long time before words would have any meaning in 
them again. 
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It is unfortunate that this story had to be written, but 
I could not escape from it. 
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HuGH MILLER worked for the street-railway company. Hugh 
had a silver button, a gold button, a bronze watch-fob made like a 
trolley-car, and a small tin disk with the numeral 7 almost worn off. 
He had worked for the company for twenty-six years repairing tracks, 
and the company had once told him that some day he would be re- 
tired with a comfortable pension. 

After all thos:* yonrs, Hugh was still trying to get along in the world. 
He still hoped to be made superintendent of construction. For some 
reason, though, he had never got far. He was still repairing tracks, 
replacing switch-frogs, and jacking up the rails to put in new crossties. 

Even though there were other men who were stepped ahead when 
the time came to fill up the ranks, Hugh kept his job as a laborer, 
repairing the tracks year after year, and hoped he would be made 
superintendent of construction before he got too old to work any 
longer. 

Til get it yet,” he told himself. “I’ll gei a as sure r shooting. 
They’ve got to promote me some day, and I’ve been working long 
enough now to get it. I’ll get it as sure as shooting.” 

Hugh had put off marrying Cora until he was promoted. Cora told 
him that she did not mind waiting a little longer, because she was 
working herself then in a store in town and earning as much as Hugh 
himself was. But after the twelfth year, Hugh decided that if he ever 
was going to get married, he ought to do it without further delay. He 
was growing old and though Cora was still as youthful in appearance 
as she was when they became engaged, she was beginning to com- 
plain of the long hours she had to stand on hu feet behind the counter 
in the variety store. 

“We’ll get married right now,” Hugh told her one Saturday night 
while they were riding home from downtown on his company pass. 
“There’s no sense in waiting any longer. If you are ready, we’ll # bc 
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married next week. I've been thinking about it a long time, and 
there's no sense in waiting till I get promoted.” 

"I'd love to, Hugh,” she said, clutching his arm in the crowded car. 
“I think it's silly to put it off any longer. I've been hoping for it to 
happen for I don't know how long. We don’t have to wait until you 
get promoted. It would be all the nicer to have the promotion come 
while we are married.” 

They got off the car at the boulevard stop and walked home slowly. 
They lived next door to each other, in boarding houses, and there was 
no hurry since it was Saturday night. 

That was the beginning. They walked slowly down the dark street 
talking about next week, and Hugh kept saying to himself under his 
breath that he would surely get promoted the next time the company 
filled up the ranks. He was certain of it. He told Cora he was. She 
believed him. 

After they were married, Hugh rented a five-room house not far 
from the car-barn. It was just a step down the alley from the tree-lined 
street where the trolleys passed all day and most of the night. It was 
a good house, for the money, and it was comfortable. Having their 
doorstep in an alley did not really matter much after all. They did 
not mind that. The house was almost on the corner, and the upstairs 
windows Rooked out over the tree-lined street. They could step out the 
front door, walk a few steps, and be in the street. It was not a bad 
place to live, and Cora liked it. 

First there was a girl; they named her Pearl. Later there was a boy, 
John; after another year there was another girl, and they named her 
Ruby. 

Hugh still looked forward to the time when he would be made 
superintendent of construction for the street-railway company, but 
after Ruby was born, he did not think about it any more. He some- 
how got out of the habit of thinking about it. Cora had stopped work- 
ing in the variety stStc downtown; she stayed at home and attended 
to the house and cared for the children. She was beginning to wonder 
what she could do to her skin to keep it from turning so dark; in the 
meantime she hid her face when people came to the door for some 
reason or other. She knew there was nothing wrong with her skin; it 
wa\ merely becoming darker and darker every day. But she wished 



MASSES OF MEN 


303 


she knew what to do about it. Her hair already had a wide streak of 
gray in it. 

She never mentioned it to Hugh, but Hugh never talked any more, 
aiiyway. When he came home from work, he ate his supper and went 
to bed. She did not have a chance to tell Hugh anything like that. He 
was too tired to listen to her. 

When Pearl, the oldest girl, was nine, Hugh was knocked down by 
an automobile one day, while he was jacking up a rail to replace a 
rotten crosstie, and run over and killed. The company sent his body 
home that evening, when ihc rest of the workers got off at five 
o’clock, and Cora did not know what to do. After she had put the 
children to bed, she went out and walked down the street until she 
met a policeman. She told him what had happened to Hugh, and he 
said he would have the body Mken away early the next morning. She 
went back home and looked at Hugh, but she could not notice any 
difference in him; at home, Hugh was always asleep. 

Cora knew there would be a little money coming in from the com- 
pany. She was certain there would be something, but she was afraid it 
would not be enough for them to live on until she could find work 
of some kind. When she thought about it more, she was afraid there 
would not even be enough to pay for Hugh’s funeral and burial. 

The policeman had the body taken away the next morning, and it 
was buried somewhere. Cora did not know where, but she 'd know 
there was nothing else to do about it. The children had to have food, 
and they had to have a little heat in the house. 

She waited a month for the money to come from the street-railway 
company, and it still did not come. After that she went to the office 
and asked for it. There was no one there who seemed to know any- 
thing about the matter. Nobody in the big brick building had ever 
heard of Hugh Miller, and when they looked up the name in their 
records, no one was certain which Hugh Miller she was inquiring 
’ about. Cora stayed there all day, but when tlv people in the building 
went home at dark, she did not know what else to do except tc go 
home, too. 

After that she did not bother the people at the street-railway com- 
pany any more. She did not have time to go there, for one thing, and 
she had a lot to do at home. The three children had to be taken Ca*e 
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o f, and she had to go out every day and find enough food to keep 
them from being hungry. Sometimes it took her all day long to get 
enough to feed them for just one small meal; other times she could 
find nothing at all for them to eat, but she kept on walking because 
the children had to be fed. 

Pearl was going on ten. She was the oldest, and Ruby was still just 
a baby. But Pearl was growing up. She had long yellow hair and a 
blue gingham dress, and she tried to help her mother all she could. 
She cared for the other children while Cora was out trying to get some 
food, and at night she helped her mother put them to bed. After they 
were asleep, Cora would tell her about her father, Hugh. 

“Your father worked for the street-railway company,” she told Pearl. 
“The company would help us out, but they are so busy up there they 
can’t seem to find time to do anything about it now. They would help 
us if they could get all the Hugh Millers who have worked for them 
straight in their minds. Your father was just one of them, and it’s hard 
for the company to tell them apart.” 

“I can work,” Pearl told her mother. “I’m old enough now. I’ll see 
if I can find something to do. You take me with you, Mamma, and 
I’ll ask about it. John and Ruby can take care of each other if we 
lock them in a room before we go out.” 

“You’re not very big for your age,” Cora said. “People wouldn’t be- 
lieve you when you told them you were going on ten.” 

“But I can work. I’ll show them how much I can do.” 

“Hugh worked for the street-railway company, Pearl. He was your 
father. Some day the company will help us out. They’re busy right 
now. I don’t like to bother them so much when they act like they are 
so busy.” 

Pearl went to bed telling her mother that she was old enough to 
work. Cora did not say anything else to her, but she could not think 
of any kind of work that Pearl was capable of doing. 

The next morning John and Ruby went out early to bring back 
some wood for the stove. They had no shoes to wear, and their coats 
were not warm enough. It was mid-winter, but the ground was bare 
of snow. When they came back that afternoon, their feet were bleed- 
ing around the toes and their heels had cracked open in several places. 

“Where’s the firewood, John?” Cora asked him. 
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“We couldn’t find any” 

Cora put on her cloak, pulling it up around her head and shoulders, 
and went out into the alley. There was no wood of any kind there, 
but up at the other end there was a coal bin that sometimes overflowed 
into the narrow way. She filled her apron with coal and ran back to 
the house. The children huddled around the stove, shivering and 
whimpering, while she kindled the fire. 

“I’m hungry, Mamma,” Ruby said. 

“I’ll get you something to eat,” Cora promised her. 

“When are we going to have something to eat again?” John asked 
her. 

“I’ll bring you something when I come back.” 

Cora put on her cloak and went out into the alley. She ran to the 
street and stood there indcch’v’ely for several moments until she could 
make up her mind which direction she would take. She turned down 
the street this time, instead of going up it. 

After she had run and walked for five or six blocks, she came to a 
cluster of one-story suburban stores. There were several men standing 
at the curb in front of the buildings. They were waiting for a street 
car to take them downtown. The men turned and looked at Cora 
when they saw that she was running towards them. 

“Mister, give me half a dollar for my children,” she pl^dtd. 

The men turned all the way around and looked her up J down. 
One of them laughed at her. 

“Sister,” one of them said, “I wouldn’t give a dime for you and a 
dozen more like you.” 

The others laughed at what he had said. The trolley was coming 
down the street, its bell clanging. The men stepped out into the street 
and stood beside the tracks waiting for it to stop and take them 
aboard. Cora followed them into the middle of the street. 

“Mister,” she said to the man who had spoken to her, “Mister, what 
would you ” 

“Don’t call me ‘Mister,’ ” he said angrily. “I don’t like it. My name’s 
Johnson.” 

The others laughed at her again. Johnson stepped forward and 
looked down at her while his friends continued laughing at her. 
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“Mr. Johnson/’ Cora said, “what would you give me half a dollar 
for?” 

“What would I give you half a dollar for?” he asked. 

“Yes, Mr. Johnson. What would you give it to me for?” 

He turned around and winked at the other men before answering 
her. They urged him on. 

“Have you got a girl at home?” he asked her. 

“Yes, sir. I’ve got Pearl, and Ruby, too.” 

“Well, I couldn’t give you half a dollar, but I might be able to give 
you a quarter.” 

The street car stopped and the door sprang open. The motorman 
had a tin disk pinned to his coat that looked just like the one Hugh 
had. 

The other two men hopped on, calling to Johnson to hurry. He 
looked at Cora for a moment longer, his hand on the street car, but 
when she continued to stand there with her mouth open, unable to 
say anything, he turned and jumped aboard. 

Cora was left standing beside the tracks. When the car started, she 
stood on her toes and tried to see the man inside who had spoken to 
her. She called to him frantically, trying to make him understand her, 
and she waved her arms excitedly, attempting to attract his attention. 
All three, of them ran to' the rear end of the car and pressed their faces 
against the glass to see her better. Cora ran down the middle of the 
street, between the street-car rails, calling to them and trying to stop 
them, but the car was soon out of sight and she was left standing in 
the car tracks. She went to the sidewalk and walked back up the street 
until she had reached the corner in front of the stores where the men 
had been standing when she first saw them. When she got to the 
corner, she sat down on the curb to wait. 

Cora did not know how long she had waited, but she had promised 
the children she would bring back some food when she returned, and 
she had to wait no nfratter how long the time was. But Johnson finally 
came back. He got off the street car and walked towards her at the 
curb. He was surprised to see her there, and he stopped before her and 
looked down at her in amazement. Cora was glad the other men had 
not come back with him. 

She led him up the street, running ahead and urging him to hurry. 
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Even though he followed her without protest, he did not walk fast 
enough to please Cora, and she was continually asking him to hurry. 
He stopped once and struck a match for his cigarette against an iron 
street-light pole, and Cora ran back and pulled at his coat, begging 
him to follow her as fast as he could. 

When they got to the house, Cora awakened Pearl. The man stood 
close to the door, debating with himself whether to remain and see 
what happened or whether to leave before something did happen. 
Cora got behind him and held the door shut so he could not leave. 

“How old is she?” he asked Cora. 

“She's almost ten now.” 

“It’s cold as hell in this house. Why don't you have some heat in 
here? You’ve got a stove there.” 

“Give me a quarter, and I’ll try to get some coal somewhere,” Cora 
said. 

“Tell her to stand up.” 

“Stand up, Pearl,” Cora told her. 

Pearl shrank against the foot of the bed; she was bewildered and 
frightened. She wished to run to her mother, but the strange man was 
between them. She was afraid he would catch her before she could 
reach the door where Cora stood. 

“You’re lying to me,” Johnson said. “She’s nowhere near ten.” 

“I swear to God, Mr. Johnson, she’s almost ten,” Cora said. “Please, 
Mr. Johnson, don’t go off now.” 

“Christ, how do I know this's not a shake-down?” he said, shivering 
and shaking. 

“I swear before God, Mr. Johnson!” 

Johnson looked around the room and saw John and Ruby asleep 
under the quilts on the bed. 

“How old is the other girl?” 

“She’s going on eight.” 

• “Christ!” he said. 

“What’s the matter, Mr. Johnson?” 

“I don’t believe you. You’re lying to me. Neither one of them is over 
seven or eight.” 

“Pearl's almost ten, Mr. Johnson. I swear before God, she is. Please 
give me the quarter ” 
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He walked across the room towards Pearl. She tried to run away, 
but Cora caught her and made her stand still beside the foot of the 
bed. Cora waited behind Johnson. 

“Tell her to turn around,” he said. 

“Turn around, Pearl,” Cora told her. 

“Christ!” Johnson said, rubbing his face and neck with both hands. 
“What’s the matter?” Cora asked him. 

“It’s too damn cold in here,” he said, his hands trembling. “My feet 
are frozen already. Why don’t you build a fire in the* stove?” 

“If you’ll give me the quarter, I’ll try to get a little coal somewhere.” 
“How do I know you’re on the level?” he asked her. “How do I 
know this is not a shake-down? I’m afraid of you. You don’t look 
right to me. How do I know you won’t go yelling for a cop the 
first thing?” 

“I wouldn’t do that. Give me the quarter.” 

“I’d be in a pretty fix, caught like that. They’d give me twenty years 
at hard labor. I’d never get out alive.” 

“I won’t tell anybody, Mr. Johnson. I swear before God, I won’t. 
Just give me the quarter.” 

Johnson pushed his hands into his pockets and looked at Pearl again. 
His hands were cold; his feet were, too. His breath looked like smoke 
in the cold house. 

“Tell her to let me see her,” he said. 

“Let him see you, Pearl,” Cora said. 

Johnson waited, looking at her and at Cora. He could not stand 
there freezing to death while waiting for Cora to make her obey. 
“Hurry up, Pearl, and let him see you,” Cora urged. 

Pearl began to cry. 

“They’d give me life for that,” Johnson said, backing towards the 
door. “You’d get a cop after me before I could get out of the house. 

I don’t like the way you look. Why don’t you have some heat in here? 
You’ve got a stove.’/ 

“Honest to God, Mr. Johnson, I wouldn’t tell on you,” Cora pleaded. 
“Give me the quarter, and you can trust me.” 

“Get some heat in here first,” he said. “My feet are freezing solid.” 
“I can’t get any coal until you give me the quarter.” 

J‘You can go steal some, can’t you?” 
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“Give me the quarter first, Mr. Johnson.” 

“How do I know you’re on the level ? I don’t like the way you look. 
How do I know this’s not a shake-down?” 

“I swear to God, I won’t tell on you, Mr. Johnson.” 

Johnson lit a cigarette and inhaled the smoke in the manner of a 
man gasping for breath. With his lungs and mouth and nostrils dense 
with smoke, he dropped the cigarette into the stove and thrust both 
hands back into his pants pockets. 

“Tell her to come over here,” he said. 

“Go over there, Pearl.” 

Johnson bent down and looked at Pearl in the dim light. He 
straightened up once for a moment, and bent down again and looked 
at her more closely. 

“They’d hang me before tomorrow night if they caught me,” he 
said unevenly. 

“Give me the quarter, Mr. Johnson, and I swear before God I won’t 
tell anybody.” 

“Tell her to stand still.” 

“Stand still, Pearl.” 

“For God’s sake get some heat in here.” 

“Give me the quarter first, Mr. Johnson,” Cora begged. 

“And then go out and tell a cop?” he said shrilly. 

“Just give me the quarter first.” 

“You’re crazy,” he shouted at her. “I don’t like the looks of you. 
How do I know what you’ll do? You might run out of h^re the first 
thing yelling for a cop.” 

“Give me the quarter, and I’ll get a little coal.” 

“And tell a cop.” 

“I swear I won’t do that, Mr. Johnson. Give me the quaver, and 
I’ll get some coal.” 

Johnson turned his back on Cora and went closer to Pearl. He took 
his hands out of his pants pockets and blew into them. 

“Tell her to stop that crying.” 

“Stop crying, Pearl.” 

Johnson reached down and put his hands under Pearl’s thick yellow 
hair, but the moment he touched her, she whirled around and ran 
to Cora. 
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“They'd screw my head off my neck so quick I wouldn’t have a 
chance to think about it.” 

“Give me the quarter, Mr. Johnson, and I swear to God I won’t tell 
on you.” 

He hesitated a moment; looking at Pearl, he shoved his hand into 
his pants pocket and brought out a twenty-five-cent piece. Cora grabbed 
it from his hand and bolted for the door. 

“Wait a minute!” he shouted, running and catching her. “Come 
back here and tell her to keep still before you go.” 

“Keep still, Pearl,” her mother told her. 

“Hurry up and get some coal before I freeze to death in this place. 
And if you tell a policeman, I’ll kill the - last one of you before they 
take me. I ought to have better sense than to let you go out of here 
before I do. I don’t like the way you look.” 

Cora ran to the door and into the alley before he could say any- 
thing more to her. She slammed the door and ran with all her might 
to the end of the alley. Without losing a moment, she raced down 
the street towards the one-story stores. 

After she had gone a block, she stopped and carefully placed the 
quarter on her tongue and closed her lips tightly so she would be 
sure not to drop it or lose it on the dark street. 

One of the grocery stores was still open. She took the coin out of 
her mouth, pointing at the bread and pressed meat, and placed the 
money in the clerk’s hand. He dropped the wet silver piece as though 
it were white-hot steel and wiped his hands on his apron. 

“What’s this?” he said. “What did you do to it?” 

“Nothing,” Cora said. “Hurry up!” 

When Cora got back, the children were asleep. John and Ruby were 
rolled tightly in the quilts, and Pearl was lying on the bed with her 
coat over her. Her gingham dress was lying on the floor, marked with 
brown streaks of footprints. She had been crying, and the tears had 
not fully dried on her cheeks; her eyes were inflamed, and her face 
was swollen across the bridge of her nose. 

Cora went to the side of the bed and threw the coat from her and 
looked down at her. Pearl had doubled herself into a knot, with her 
aqns locked around her knees, and her head was thrust forward over 
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her chest. Cora looked at her for a while, and then she carefully re- 
placed the coat over her. 

After unwrapping the bread and pressed meat, she stuffed the paper 
into the stove and struck a match to it. She drew her chair closer and 
bent forward so she could stretch her arms around the sides of the 
stove and feel the heat as much as possible before the wrapping paper 
burned out. 

When the stove became cold again, Cora laid the bread and pressed 
meat on a chair beside her and rolled up in her quilt to wait for day 
to come. When the children woke up, they would find the food there 
for them. 


w 




THE RUMOR 


My grandfather used to tell me that the secret of his 
success as a story-teller was in selling rumors at a stiff 
price, and giving away truth for the asking. 




THE RUMOR 


iO George Williams went the distinction of being the first to sug- 
gest making Sam Billings the new town-treasurer. The moment he 
made the nomination at the annual town meeting there was an enthu- 
siastic chorus of approval that resulted in the first unanimous election 
in the history of Androscoggin. During the last of the meeting every- 
body was asking himself why no one had ever thought of Sam Billings 
before. 

The election of Sam to the office of town-treasurer pleased every- 
body. He was a good business man and he was honest. Furthermore, 
the summer hotel property that he owned and operated on the east 
shore of Androscoggin Lake paid about a tenth of the town’s total 
tax assessment, and during the season he gave employment to eighty 
or ninety people whose homes were in the town. After he was elected 
everybody wondered why they had been giving the office to crooks and 
scoundrels for the past twenty years or more when the public money 
could have been safe and secure with Sam Billings. Tr* retiring 
treasurer was still unable to account to everybody’s satisfaction for 
about eighteen hundred dollars of the town’s money, and the one be- 
fore him had allowed his books to get into such a tangled condition 
that it cost the town two hundred and fifty dollars to hire an ac- 
countant to make them bilance. 

Clyde Ballard, one of the selectmen, took George aside to talk to 
him when the meeting was over. Clyde ran one of the general stores 
in the village. 

“You did the town a real service today,” he told George. “Sam Bill- 
ings is the man who should have been treasurer all the time. How 
did you come to think of him?” 

“Well,” George said, “Sam Billings was one of my dark horses. The 
next time we need a good selectman I’ll trot another one of them 
out.” 
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“George, there’s nothing wrong with me as a selectman, is there?” 
Clyde asked anxiously. 

“Well, I’m not saying there is, and I’m not saying there’s not. I’m 
not ready to make up my mind yet. I’ll wait and see if the town 
builds me a* passable road over my way. I may want to buy me an 
automobile one of these days and if I do I’ll want a lot of road work 
done between my place and the village.” 

Clyde nodded his head understanding^. He had heard that George 
Williams was kicking about his road and saying that the selectmen 
had better make the road commissioners take more interest in it. He 
shook hands with George and drove back to the village. 

The summer hotel-season closed after the first week in September 
and the guests usually went home to Boston and New York Tuesday 
or Wednesday after Labor Day. Sam Billings kept his hotel open until 
the first of October because there were many men who came down 
over the week-ends to play golf. In October he boarded up the win- 
dows and doors and took a good rest after working hard all summer. 
It was two or three weeks after that before he could find out what his 
season’s profits were, because he took in a lot of money during July 
and August. 

That autumn, for the first time in two or three decades, there was 
no one who spoke uneasily concerning the treasurer or the town’s 
money. Sam Billings was known to be an honest man, and because 
he was a gopd business man everybody knew that he would keep the 
books accurately. All the money collected was given to Sam. The re- 
ceipt of the money was promptly acknowledged, and all bills were 
paid when presented. It would have been almost impossible to find 
a complaint to make against; the new treasurer. 

It was not until the first real snow of the winter, which fell for three 
days during the first week in January, that anything was said about 
the new town-treasurer. Then overnight there was in general circula- 
tion the news that Safe Billings had gone to Florida. 

George Williams drove to the village the same afternoon the news 
reached him over on the back road. He happened to be listening to 
a conversation on the party line when something was said about Sam 
Billings having gone to Florida, otherwise George might possibly have 
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waited a week or longer before somebody came by his place and told 
him. 

He drove his horse to the village in a hurry and went into Clyde 
Ballard’s store. They were talking about Sam Billings when George 
walked in. 

George threw off his heavy coat and sat down in a chair to warm 
his feet against the stove. 

“Have you heard about it yet, George?” Clyde asked him. 

“Sure I have, and God never made a bigger scoundrel than Sam 
Billings,” he answered. “I wouldn’t trust him with a half-dollar piece 
of my money any farther than I can toss a steer by the tail.” 

“I heard you was one of Sam’s principal backers,” one of the men 
said from the other side of the stove. “You shouldn’t talk like that 
about your prime candidate, George.” 

Clyde came up to the stove to warm his hands and light a cigar. 

“George,” he said, winking at the other men around the fire, “you 
told me thar Sam Billings was your dark-horse candidate — you must 
have meant to say horse-thief.” 

Everybody shouted and clapped his knees and waited for George to 
say something. 

“I used to swear that Sam was an honest man,” George began seri- 
ously, “but I didn’t think then that he would turn around and run 
off to Florida with all the town’s money in his pants. At the next 
election I’m going to vote to tie the town’s money arouno my old 
black cow’s neck. I’d never again trust an animal that walks standing 
up on its hind legs.” 

“Well, George,” Clyde said, “you ain’t heard it all, about Sam yet. 
Can you stand a little more?” 

“What else did he do?” George stood up to hear better. 

“He took Jenny Russell with him. You know Jenny Russell— Arthur 
Russell’s oldest girl. I guess he’s having plenty of good times with her 
and the town’s money down in Florida. I used to think that I had 
good times when I was younger but Sam l 1 llings’s got me beat a 
mile when it comes to anything like that.” 

George sat down again. He filled his pipe and struck a match. 

“So he made off with a woman too, did he? Well, that’s what they 
all do when they get their hands on some money that don’t belong 
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to them. Those two things go hand-in-hand — stolen money and 
women.” 

“He picked a good-looker while he was about it,” another of the 
men said. “He’d have to travel a far piece to find a better-looker than 
Jenny Russell. And if he don’t have a good time with her he ought 
to step aside for a younger man.” 

George grunted contemptuously and sucked the flame into the bowl 
of his pipe. He remembered the time when he had had an eye on 
Jenny Russell himself. 

“I heard it said this morning that Sam was going to have his hotel 
property fired so he could collect the insurance on it,” Clyde said from 
behind the counter where he was waiting on a customer. “If he does 
that, the whole town assessment will have to be changed so we will 
be able to collect enough tax money to keep the roads repaired and 
the schools running.” 

Nobody said anything for several minutes. George glared at each 
man around the stove. The raising of the tax-rate stared everybody 
full in the face. 

Clyde came over to the stove again and stood beside it, warming 
his hands. 

“My wife heard it said over the party line last night — ” He paused 
and looked from face ter face. Everybody in the store leaned forward 
to hear what Clyde was going to say. “ — She heard that Sam Billings 
murdered one of those rich men from New York in his hotel last 
summer. I guess he killed him to get his money. He wouldn’t stop at 
anything now.” 

“Well, I always said that Sam Billings was the biggest crook that 
ever lived in the town of Androscoggin,” George said disgustedly. 
“The last time I saw Sam I thought to myself, ‘Now, how in hell is 
Sam Billings going to keep the town’s money from getting mixed up 
with his own?’ I know now that I was right in thinking that. We 
ought to catch him ^nd have him sent to the Federal prison for the 
rest of his life.” 

“He’ll be a slick eel to catch,” Clyde said. “Men like Sam Billings 
figure out their getaway months beforehand. He’s probably laughing 
at us up here now, too. That’s the way they all do.” 

“The Federal government knows how to catch men like Sam Bill- 
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ings,” George said. “They can catch him if they start after him. But 
I don’t suppose they would bother with him. We can send him to the 
State prison, though.” 

The men around the stove agreed with George. They said that if 
they ever got their hands on Sam they would do their best to have 
him sent to prison for as long a time as the law would allow. 

A few days later George saw another of the selectmen and asked 
him about Sam Billings. George’s plan of action was to get the Florida 
police to locate him and then have the sheriff send a deputy down to 
bring him back for trial. The selectman was in favor of getting 
Arthur Russell to have the Federal government go after Sam on the 
charge of taking his daughter Jenny out of the State. In that case, he 
explained to George, they could get Sam back without it costing the 
town any of its own money. 

George was in favor of any plan just so long as Sam Billings was 
brought back and tried for stealing the money. 

Later in the winter somebody told George that Sam had taken 
Jenny Russell and gone to Cuba with her. After that was generally 
known, there was nobody in the whole town who would take up for 
Sam or speak a word in his behalf. He had taken the town’s money 
and made off with it. That was all there was to it. 

“I never did take any stock in that Billings,” George said in Clyde’s 
store in the village. “He made so much money out of hotel he 
couldn’t be satisfied with what he had of his own, but had to go and 
take the town’s money too. And if I was Arthur Russell I’d get the 
Federal law after him for taking Jenny off like he did. If she was my 
daughter and Sam Billings took her off to Florida for a good time, or 
wherever it was he went to, I’d get him arrested so quick it would 
scare the hide off his back.” 

“We made a big mistake when we trusted all the town’s money to 
him,” Clyde admitted. “It will take us ten years to wipe out that loss. 
■ He had almost a thousand dollars when he left.” 

“You were one of the fools that voted for him,” George said. “It’s 
a pity the voters ain’t got more sense than they have about such 
things.” 

“If I remember correctly,” Clyde retorted, “you nominated Sam 
Billings for town-treasurer.” 
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George went outside and unhitched his horse. He drove home with- 
out answering Clyde Ballard. 

Nothing further was heard either directly or indirectly from Sam 
during the remainder of the winter. There were no bills that had to 
be paid right away though, and the town was not yet suffering because 
the funds were in Sam’s possession. 

Early that spring, when Sam usually began getting his hotel into 
shape for the season that opened in June, everybody in town heard 
one day that he was back home. Sam Billings had been seen in the 
village early one morning hiring a crew of carpenters and laborers. 
He had always made repairs on his hotel property at the same time 
each year. 

And Jenny Russell was back home too, and everybody knew about 
it the same day. 

There was a crew of twenty men at work around the hotel Monday 
morning, getting it ready for the coming season. The boards were re- 
moved from the windows and doors, and a new boathouse was being 
built beside the landing-float in front of the hotel. All the unemployed 
men in town went to the hotel and applied for jobs, because everybody 
knew that Sam Billings paid good wages and settled promptly every 
Saturday night. 

Sam went about his business just as he had always done each spring. 
No one told him of the things that had been said about him during 
the past winter, and he knew nothing about the charges that Clyde 
Ballard and George Williams and practically everybody else in town 
had talked about all winter. 

George went to the village the first of the week and heard that Sam 
was back in town for the summer. He went into Clyde’s store and sat 
down on the counter. 

“Well, I guess the town’s money is safe enough,” he told Clyde. 
“Sam Billings is back home, and I hear that Jenny Russell is too.” 

“I heard over the «party line last night that Sam bought a big hotel 
down in Florida last autumn,” Clyde said. “He hired Jenny Russell to’ 
go down there with him ;o see that the chamber-maids kept it clean 
and orderly. Jenny Russell is a good worker, and I guess Sam figured 
that she was a better supervisor than he could get anywhere else. She 
keeps his hotel here clean and orderly all the time.” 
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“Sure, Jenny is a good supervisor," said George. “There’s no better 
worker anywhere than Jenny Russell. I used to think I’d hire her for 
my house-keeper, and maybe marry her some day. Sure, she is a fine 
supervisor. Sam Billings is a good business man and he knows the 
kind of help he needs for his two high-class hotels.” 

“There’s no sense in worrying about the town’s money,” Clyde said. 
“Sam Billings is an honest man.” 

“Sure, Sam is. There never was a more honest man alive than Sam 
Billings. I’ve known Sam all my life. The town’s money is just as safe 
with him as it would be in my own hands. Sam Billings is an honest 
man, Clyde.” 




THE AUTOMOBILE THAT WOULDN'T RUN 


If Professor Perkins would relax, he might at least get 
a little fun out of some of these stories. 




THE AUTOMOBILE THAT WOULDN'T RUN 


Mal ANDERSON made himself comfortable beside his dog on 
the back seat of the automobile and tuned up his banjo. Signe sat in 
a rocking-chair on the front porch of the Penobscot Hotel listening to 
the music Mal made. It was mid-summer and the weather was hot. It 


looked as if a thunderstorm might come from the west before the 
afternoon was over. Occasionally a gust of wind did come from that 
direction, blowing the dust down the street in balls like little yellow 
balloons. 

Mal had a job in the spoolmill in summer but he did not like to 
work the year ’round. He went into the woods in winter and did not 
come out until spring. In the summer he wanted to live in his shack 
with the dog and play his banjo when Signe sat on the hotel porch. 

Mal strummed away on his banjo. Signe sat on the porch rocking 
faster and faster. 

Plun\ety plun\ . . . plunkety piling . . . plun\ety plinl [I 

Mal, who was called by everybody who did not like him “that damn 
Swede,” was a fine woodsman. In the spoolntili, though, was not 
such a good workman. He did not like to work in the mill in sum- 
mer. The mill made spools for electric wires, and Mal was supposed 
to be there now, checking the squares before they went through the 
turning-machines; but he did not like to work the year ’round. 

Signe ran the Penobscot Hotel. It was a woodsman’s hotel. The men 
used it when they came to town to spend the money they made up 
in the woods. Signe ran the hotel without help. She did not need any. 

Plunkety plunks . . . plunkfty plun\ . . . plun\ety plinkj 
. Mal played his banjo for Signe. Neither of them ever spoke to the 
other. Mal might just as well have been born without the power of 
speech, for all the use he made of it. A man could talk to him an hour 
and he would not say a word. 

Signe went to the kitchen and brought back a bone for Mal’s dog. 
Mal opened the door and the dog jumped out after the bone and 
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hopped in again. The dog curled up on the seat beside Mai and licked 
the bone. Mai played a tune on his banjo for Signe. 

Plun\ety plun\ . . . phin\ety flunks . . . ptu ninety plin\! 

At five o’clock Signe went into the hotel to start supper. Mai laid 
his banjo on the seat and he and the dog got out and pushed the auto- 
mobile up the street to the shed beside his shack. The car would not 
run. One winter while Mai was up in the woods somebody broke into 
the shed and took the engine out. When Mai came back in the spring, 
he got into the habit of pushing his automobile to the hotel where b? 
played his banjo for Signe. 

Mai pushed his automobile up the street to the shed. His boss wa* 
there waiting to see him. Mai did not like him at all. 

“Hello there, Mai,” Scott, the boss, said. “I got some good news 
for you.” 

“I don’t want to hear your news.” 

Mai knew that when Scott came to the shack he wanted to get some 
more work out of him. Nobody in the woods liked Scott. 

“Get your stuff together, Mai. Were pushing up into the woods 
tomorrow morning at four o’clock.” 

“To hell with you and the woods and all your damn spools,” Mai 
shouted, slamming shut the shed door. The only way to make Mai 
talk was to get him angry. But it was dangerous to make him mad. 
He had run half a dozen boss woodsmen out of the country. They 
went to Canada before he got a chance to hurt them. 

Scott went down the road without looking back once. Scott was a 
brave boss woodsman. 

Mai went into his shack and slammed shut the door behind him. 
The dog curled up under the table waiting for supper. 

Everybody in the woods had heard about Mai Anderson. He was 
the best banjo-player between Rangeley and Caribou, for one thing. 
And he was one of the best woodsmen ever to lay a tree down in the 
woods. He could stick a stake in the ground where he wanted the tree 
to fall and make the tree drive the stake into the earth. He took his 
two axes and went to work. When one ax became too hot he laid it 
aside and took up the other one. Give any two men the same start on 
a tree with a saw, axes, or anything they wanted, and Mai would have 
his tree on the ground before the other one was ready to fall. That 
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was one reason why Mai was paid for eight days* work a week while 
the other men were getting paid for six. 

It was summer-time now and Mai did not want to go into the 
woods until winter. In summer he liked to stay in town and play his 
banjo in front of the Penobscot Hotel. The spoolmill was running 
short of squares, however, and Mai had to help get the logs out of the 
woods. It was a hell of a time of year to make a man work. 

Mai went up the river with the crew the next morning and went to 
work the following day felling trees for squares. He left his dog and 
banjo at home. 

The crew worked in the woods three weeks and then the men 
began to grumble. When they left town, Scott had said they would 
be back by the end of two weeks. Ai the end of the third week Mai 
got mad. Scotr was going to keep them there another month. And 
long before the end of the fourth week Scott had to watch himself 
pretty closely. He had to watch himself to keep from getting hurt. 
For instance, a tree might fall on him. 

“Let’s sink the son of a bitch in the river,” one of the woodsmen 
suggested. 

“Tie him to a stump and let the bobcats have him,” another said. 
“You couldn’t drown the yellow-backed bastard; he was born like a 
bullfrog.” 

“Mai’ll catch him under a tree some of these days,” Sande.son, who 
was the head teamster, said. “Let Mai have him.” 

Mai sat hack on his haunches and said nothing. 

Scott had enough sense to go into his shack every night after supper 
and not show himself until daylight. He could have been finished in 
five minutes in the dark, and he knew it. 

But at the end of six weeks Scott was in as good condition as he had 
ever been. He watched himself pretty closely in the woods and he did 
not show himself after dark. 

In the meantime two of the men got it into their heads that they 
were going out of the woods, Scott or no S* jtt. They said nothing 
about it and got ready to slip out alone. Scott was in his shack wash- 
ing up for dinner when they ran down to the river and pushed off in 
a canoe. 

Scott missed them a few minutes later when everybody sat down it 
N 
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the table to cat. Calling Mai and another man, they ran down to the 
river. The two men who had set their heads on going out of the woods 
were half a mile downstream paddling like mad. They were standing 
up in the canoe on the lookout for submerged logs and rocks. Their 
arms and paddles waved like a windmill in a cyclone. 

“Get a canoe, Mai, and pick out a good man to help you and bring 
those God-damn Canucks back to me,” Scott ordered, swearing and 
stamping around on the river-bank. 

Mai motioned to one of the men nearest him and they shoved off 
without a word. Mai was the biggest and strongest man in camp. The 
other man was to help with the ^anoe. 

The river lay in a straight course downstream for two miles or 
more. It was used for running logs to the spoolmill in the spring and 
summer. In winter it was frozen over to a depth of three or four feet 
and the logging-teams drove over it going and coming to the woods. 

Scott sent a man to camp for his field-glasses. 

Mai and the other woodsman struck out down the river after the 
two runaway men. In both canoes the men worked frantically with 
their oars. Mai’s canoe shot through the water at a terrific rate of 
speed. There was no doubt that he would overtake the other canoe 
within the next mile. He and the man in the stern squatted on their 
knees so they would be # nearer the water. Their canoe shot down the 
river, leaving a foaming white wake spreading out to the shores 
behind. 

The man came running back from camp with the fieldglasses for 
Scott. 

“I’ll break those God-damn Cahucks of wanting to run away from 
the job,” Scott shouted, snatching the glasses from the man’s hand. 

The two canoes looked only a dozen lengths apart now. The leading 
canoe was about a mile and a quarter downstream. Mai’s canoe closed 
up on it with every powerful stroke of his blade. Scott thrust the 
glasses to his eyes and held them there. The woodsmen crowded down 
to the edge of the water, straining their eyes to see Mai overtake the 
men. It would be a sight worth seeing. What he would probably do 
would be to hold their heads under the water until they were nearly 
drowned before hauling them into his canoe and bringing them back 
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to Scott. Scott had already planned enough work to take all the fight 
out of them. 

Mai’s canoe closed up on the one that had had the first start. The 
men in the first canoe were still paddling with all their might, but Mai 
was stroking faster and faster. 

The next instant the two canoes were prow-and-prow, only an oar's 
length apart. And then, before anybody could see what had happened, 
Mai had passed them and the first canoe was a whole length behind. 

“The God-damn son of a bloody — ” Scott swore, smashing the field- 
glasses against the rocks. He was so mad he was almost speechless. 
Mai had double-crossed him. He shouted at the men and kicked sav- 
agely at the broken fieldglasses on the shore. “The God-damn son of 
a bloody — ” he shouted from the depths of his powerful lungs. 

Both canoe?, ^ere completely out of sight now. One canoe was ac- 
tually half a mile ahead of the other. 

Scott ordered the men back to the woods. After they had gone he 
walked slowly up the hillside to the camp. Mai Anderson had put one 
over on him. 

Mai got home early the next afternoon and opened the door of his 
shack. His dog was sleeping under the shack and woke up when he 
sniffed Mals scent inside. Mai made a fire and cooked something for 
the dog and himself to eat. 

After they had finished eating Mai got his banjo and . ushed his 
automobile out of the shed and down the street as far as the Penobscot 
Hotel. Signe was sitting on the fron* porch rocking in he" chair. When 
she saw Mai coming down the street with his automobile, she leaned 
back in her chair and rocked faster and faster. 

Mai pushed the car down the street and stopped it in front of Signe’s 
hotel. He opened the door and he and the dog got into the back scat 
and sat down. Mai slamm?d shut the door and picked up his banjo. 
Then he began playing a tune for Signe. 

The dog curled up and went to sleep. Mai strummed away on the 
banjo. 

Plun\cty plunk . . . plun\ety plunk, . . . plunkety plinkj 

Signe rocked back and forth, smiling out into the street at Mai sit- 
ting in his car and glad he was back in town again. 

Mai settled down and propped his feet on the back of the driver’s 
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seat. Signe brought a bone for the dog and Mai opened the door. The 
dog jumped out after the bone and hopped in again and began licking 
it. Mai slammed shut the automobile door and took up his banjo again. 
Plunfoy plun\ . . . plunl{ety plun\ . . . plunkety plinkl 
The tune floated to the porch of the Penobscot Hotel and up the 
street and down it. 



MIDSUMMER PASSION 


A writer has to be a jack of all trades. He has to hjiow 
how to harness a horse and snub a tractor ; how to gig 
suckers and bait a taut-line; how to point up a brick 
wall and shore up a cow shed . Furthermore, he has to 
k now how to make crepes Su^ette and Sauerbraten; 
how to change a baby and shroud a corpse; how to 
float stock and sink a catamaran. Further still, he has 
to k now h° w t0 recognize a Piguet frock an ^ u ' uz y 
hat; how to make love and how to practice celibacy; 
how to take a time exposure and how to make a lap 
dissolve. 
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A^IDDLE-AGED Ben Hackett and the team, Cromwell and Julia, 
were haying to beat hell when the thunder-storm broke on the east 
ridge. Ben knew it was coming, because all morning the thunder had 
rumbled up and down the river; but Ben did not want the storm to 
break until he had drawn the hay to the barn, and when the deluge 
was over he felt like killing somebody. Ben had been sweating-hot be- 
fore the storm came and now he was mad. The rain-water cooled him 
and took some of the anger out of him. But he still swore at the 
thunder-storm tor ruining his first-crop hay. 

The storm had passed over and the sun came out again as hot as 
ever, but just the same he had to throw off the load of hay he had 
on the rack. Swearing and sweating, Ben unloaded and drove Crom- 
well and Julia across the hayfield into the lane. Ben filled his pipe and 
climbed up on the hayrack. Clucking like a hen with a new brood of 
chicks, Ben urged the team toward the highroad half a mile away. 
The sun was out, and it was hot again. But the hay was wet. Damn 
it all! 

“If God knows all about making hay in this kind of veather, He 
ought to come down and get it in Himself, by Jesus,” Ben told Crom- 
well and Julia. 

Cromwell swished his horsehairs in Ben’s face and Julia snorted 
some thistle-down out of her nose. 

Glaring up at the sky and sucking on his pipe, Ben was almost 
thrown to the ground between the team when Cromwell and Julia 
suddenly came to a standstill. 

“Get along there, Cromwell!” Ben growled at the horse. “What’s 
ailing you, Julia!” 

The horse and mare moved a pace and again halted. Ben stood up, 
balancing himself on the hayrack. 

“By Jesus!” he grunted, staring down the lane. 

An automobile, unoccupied, blocked the narrow trail. 
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Ben climbed down, swearing to Cromwell and Julia. He paced 
around the automobile uncertainly, inspecting it belligerently. No per- 
son was in sight. 

“Damn a man who’d stand his auto ablocking the lane,” Ben grum- 
bled, glancing at Cromwell and Julia for confirmation. “I guess I’ll 
have to push the thing out of the way myself. By Jesus, if whoever 
left it here was here I’d tell him something he wouldn’t forget soon. 
Not by a damn sight!” 

But Ben could not move the car. It creaked and groaned when he 
pushed and when he pulled, but it would not budge a single inch. 
Knocking out his pipe and wiping his face, Ben led the team around 
the automobile through the undergrowth. When he got back into the 
lane, he stopped the horses and went back to the car. He glanced 
inside for the first time. 

“By Jesus!” Ben exclaimed highpitched. 

Hastily glancing up the lane and down, he opened the door and 
pulled out a pair of silk stockings. 

Ben was too excited to say anything, or to do anything. Still finger- 
ing the stockings he presently looked in the driver’s seat, and there, 
to his surprise, under the steering-wheel sat a gallon jug of cider 
almost empty. Ben immediately pulled the cork to smell if it was hard. 
It was. He jabbed his thumb through the handle-hole and threw the 
jug in his elbow. It was hard all right, but there was very little of it 
left. 


“Cromwell,” he announced, smacking his lips with satisfaction, 
“that’s pretty good cider, for a windfall.” 

As he carefully replaced the jug under the steering-wheel, Ben saw 
a garment lying on the floor. It was entangled with the do-funnys that 
operated the car. Carefully he pulled the garment out and held it be- 
fore his eyes. He could not figure out just what it was, yet he knew it 


was something women wore. It was pinkish and* it was silkish and 
it looked pretty. And there was very little of it. Ben stared open- 


mouthed and wild-eyed. 


“By Jesus, Cromwell,” Ben licked his mustache lip, “what do you 


know about that!” 


Cromwell and the mare nibbled at the road-grass, unconcerned. 
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Ben fingered the drawers a little more intimately. He turned them 
slowly around. 

“It’s a female thing, all right, Cromwell.” Ben danced excitedly. “It’s 
a female thing, all right!” 

Holding the garment high in his hands, Ben climbed on the hay- 
rack and drove down the lane into the highroad. The garment was 
nice and soft in his hands, and it smelled good, too. 

He rode down the road thinking about the drawers. They filled 
him with the urge to do something out of the ordinary but he didn’t 
know what he could do. When he reached Fred Williams’ place, he 
drew up the team. Fred’s wile was stooping over in the garden. Ben 
pushed the garment carefully into his pants pocket. 

“Nice day, today, Mrs. Williams,” he called airily, his voice breaking 
foolishly. “Where’s Fred?” 

“Fred’s gone to ihe village,” she answered, looking around bent over 
her knees. 

Ben’s hand stole into the pocket feeling the garment. Even in his 
pocket out of sight it made him feel different today. 

Hitching the team to the horse rack, Ben went into the garden with 
Fred’s wife. She was picking peas for supper. She wasn’t bad-looking. 
Not by a damn sight! 

Watching her while she pulled the peas from the vines, Ben strode 
around her in a circle, putting his hand in:.' the pocket < 'here the 
pink drawers were. The woman did not say much, and Ben said 
nothing at all. He was getting so now he could feel the drawers with- 
out even touching them with his hands. 

Suddenly Ben threw his arms around her waist and squeezed her 
excitedly. 

“Help!” she yelled at the top of her voice, diving forward. “Help!” 
she cried. “Help!” 

When she dived forward, both of them fell on the pea-vines, tearing 
them and uprooting them. She yelled and scratched, but Ben was de- 
termined, and he held her with all his stren^ h. They rolled in the 
dirt and on the pea-vines. Ben jerked out the pink drawers. They 
rolled over and over tearing up more of the pea-vines. Ben struggled 
to pull the drawers over her feet. He got one foot through one 
drawers-leg. They rolled down to the end of the row tearing up all 



336 MIDSUMMER PASSION* 

the pea-vines. Fred would raise hell about his pea-vines when he came 
home! 

Ben was panting and blowing like a horse at a horse-pulling, but he 
could not get the other drawers-leg over the other foot. They rolled 
up against the fence and Fred’s wife stopped struggling. She sat up, 
looking down at Ben in the dirt. Both of them were brown with the 
garden soil, and Ben was sweating through his mask. 

“Ben Hackett, what are you trying to do?” she sputtered through 
the earth on her face. 

Ben released her legs and looked up at her. He did not say any- 
thing. She stood up, putting her foot in the empty leg, pulling the 
drawers up under her skirt. That was where he had been trying all 
this time to put them. Damn it! 

Ben got up dusting his clothes. He followed her across the garden 
into the front yard. 

"Wait here,” she told him. 

When she returned, she carried a basin of water and a towel. 

“Wash the dirt off your face and hands, Ben Hackett,” she directed,, 
standing over him, wearing the pink drawers. 

Ben did as he was told to do. When he finished washing his face 
and hands, he slapped some of the dirt out of his pants. 

"It was mighty nice of you to bring the towel and water,” he 
thanked her. 

“You are halfway fit to go home now,” she approved, pinning up 
her hair. 

“Good-day,” Ben said. 

“Good-day,” said Fred’s wife. 
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As a fellow member of the writing craft, / have always 
felt proud of the accomplishments of those who chose 
to become reviewers. For their purposes, they have 
boiled down the English language from some six hun- 
dred thousand to a hundred words. As each new boo k 
appears, they juggle their hundred words with such 
dexterity that they never seem at first glance to be the 
same words that were used the day before. It wouic. be 
a mistake, however, to assume that all reviewed em- 
ploy the same hundred words, because each reviewer 
has carefully selected his own handful for individual 
use. Over the years the reading public has come to 
associate certain words with certain reviewers. Most 
readers are well aware of the fact, for example, that 
“masterpiece” and “ magnificent ” are to be found ex- 
clusively in Joe Doakes' daily book column', that 
"epoch-making” and “ earth-shaking ' are heard only 
in Sylvester Judd’s weekly book chat. 
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Back in January, about the middle of the first week, Ned Jones 
received a letter from the fire insurance agents office in Bangor. The 
letter said that the company, effective January ist, last, had discon- 
tinued allowing a discount on premiums covering farm houses and 
barns which were equipped with lightning rods. Therefore, the letter 
said, the cost for protection on his buildings would be raised to twenty- 
two-fifty from twenty-fifty. 

However, »he letter went on, if the rods were already installed on 
the buildings, a lightning rod expert would call and inspect the ter- 
minals, ground wires, brads, and so iorth, and if the expert found 
them in first-class condition, the discount would be reinstated. The 
charge for all of this, the letter concluded, would be three dollars for 
the inspector’s time. 

“Thundcration,” Ned said when he had finished reading the letter 
the third time. “Hell and thundcration !” 

It did not take him long to figure out that he would sa'r a dollar 
by not having the lightning rods inspected, but even so he . ould see 
that it was going to cost him two dollars a year more to keep his 
buildings covered by insurance. 

“That’s thundcration,” he said. 

His wife, Betty, was silent about the whole matter. She always froze 
up inside whenever something came up like that and threatened to 
cost an extra penny. 

The insurance premium was not due and payable until February ist, 
but a week before that tjime, Ned got ready to make a trip to Bangor 
and pay a call at the insurance agent’s office. 

He and his wife started out to Bangor after breakfast, driving the 
old car slowly along the black-top road, taking care to stay as far on 
the right-hand side of the road as possible. The law was that a car 
owner would not have to carry liability and property damage insur- 
ance as long as he did not have a mishap. Ned was set on not havings 
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that first accident on the highways that would force him to pay insur- 
ance premiums for the right to drive his car. It was an old car any- 
way, about twelve years old, and he did not intend buying another one 
when it was worn out. 

They got to Bangor just before ten o’clock in the forenoon, and, 
after finding a safe place to park and leave the automobile, Ned and 
his wife went straight to the agent’s office. 

They sat down on a bench in the hall and waited for several min- 
utes, and then a girl took them to see Mr. Harmsworth. 

“Now, about that insurance on my stand of buildings out at Gay- 
lord,” Ned said, shaking his head and his finger at the agent. 

“I take it you’re upset about the new lightning rod clause, effective 
January ist, last,” Mr. Harmsworth said, smiling at Ned and his wife. 
“You see, Mr. Jones, and Mrs. Jones, the company at the home office 
in New Hampshire rewrites the contracts, and we agents have noth- 
ing whatever to do with the terms the company dictates.” 

“What do people in New Hampshire know about lightning rods 
anyway?” Ned said. “Now let me tell you. I once knew a man in New 
Hampshire who ” 

“Let’s not get off the subject, Mr. Jones, and Mrs. Jones,” Mr. 
Harmsworth said. “After all, both my parents were born and raised 
in New Hampshire, and I’m sure there is a New Hampshire connec- 
tion somewhere in your family, too.” 

He smiled at Mrs. Jones, beaming upon her all the force of what he 
knew was a sunny smile. Betty refused to be disarmed. She was 
frozen up inside, and she intended to remain unthawed as long as the 
insurance company refused to make an adjustment that would not 
cost them an extra penny. 

“Now, I’ve lived down here in the State of Maine for all my life,” 
Ned said, “and I’m sixty and more right now, and lightning rods are 
the only things in die world that’ll keep lightning from striking and 
setting fire to a house or barn. All my life I’ve seen lightning strike 
a spire and run down the- cable into the ground without even so much 
as smoking up the roof and clapboards. If it wasn’t fpr lightning 
rods ” 

• “Are you sure lightning runs down lightning rods, Mr. Jones, and 
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Mrs. Jones?” Mr. Harmsworth said. “I was under the impression it 
ran up the rods, or rather made contact on the point of the spire. 
However ” 

-“Lightning is lightning, whether it runs up or down, or slantwise, 
if it has a mind to,” Ned said, rising up. 

“I see you know a lot more about such things than I do,” Mr. 
Harmsworth laughed, beaming upon Mrs. Jones. “I was raised here in 
the city, and I never had a chance to observe how lightning behaves 
when it comes in contact with a rod-equipped building. But, just the 
same, there’s nothing either you or I can do about this here clause, 
because the home office rewrote the contract and sent us the printed 
forms, and I’m merely their representative. I carry out their orders, but 
1 have no authority to alter a clause in a contract ” 

Ned looked at his wife, and she shook her head. That was all he 
wanted to know. No insurance company, with a home office in New 
Hampshire, run by New Hampshire people, was going to tell him 
whether they thought lightning rods were protection or not. He looked 
at his wife again, and shook his head. Betty tightened her mouth, 
freezing tighter inside, and nodded at Ned. 

Mr. Harmsworth shuffled some papers on his desk, and, bringing 
one out with much crinkling and creasing, laid it before Ned. 

“This is your bill for fire protection coverage, due February ist,” he 
said, glancing quickly at Ned, but not looking at Mrs. Jon* 

Ned pushed it back at him. 

“Now, about this Balm of Gilead,” Ned said, edging forward in 
his chair. 

“What Balm of Gilead?” Mr. Harmsworth asked, starded. “What’s 
that?” 

Ned looked at his wife, and Betty nodded. That was what he wanted 
to know from her. He pulled his chair closer to the desk. 

“My Balm of Gilead,” he said. “I’ve got one in my dooryard, four- 
teen feet from the west wall of my dwelling house, and twenty-two 
feet from the east wall of my barn.” 

“What’s a Balm of Gilead?” Mr. Harmsworth asked, still starded. 
“Wasn’t that something in the Bible? How’d you get something that 
was in the Bible?” 
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Ned and Betty looked at each other, but neither of them made any 
motion of the head. 

“Balm of Gilead is a tree,” Ned said. “My Balm of Gilead was set 
out by my father, seventy-seven years ago, and it stands in my door- 
yard:* 

“What about it?’* Mr. Harmsworth asked, wild-eyed. 

“It’s a lightning rod,” Ned said. “It’s the finest lightning rod on 
earth. After a Balm of Gilead ” 

“You want us to give you a discount because you have a tree — ” 
Mr. Harmsworth began, sitting forward in his chair. 

“ — passes its fiftieth year, it turns into a lightning rod,” Ned con- 
tinued doggedly. “Lightning won’t strike any other thing within fifty 
yards of it. Lightning strikes the Balm of Gilead every time.” 

“I don’t know what you’re driving at exactly,” Mr. Harmsworth 
said, “but I wouldn’t suppose you expect to get any discount on your 
fire insurance for having a tree like that.” 

Betty stiffened her backbone. 

“I don’t know why not,” Ned said. “Why shouldn’t I get a discount 
when I’ve got a Balm of Gilead located almost half-way between my 
two buildings, and the farthest is twenty-two feet from it. A tree like 
that is two or three times more protection than rods on the buildings. 
Why, it even makes the'buildings proof against lightning! I figure I’m 
due five or six dollars discount for having that tree where it is.” 

Mr. Harmsworth scratched his head and took -a swift look at Mrs. 
Jones. He had time to see that her mouth was drawn in a tight line 
across her face. He did not look at her again. 

“If you insist upon it,” he said, “I’ll take it up with the home office 
in New Hampshire. I won’t be able to do a thing until I hear from 
them. But I shouldn’t think they would allow anybody a discount on 
fire insurance for having a Balm of Gilead tree.” 

“If they wasn’t those New Hampshire people,” Ned said, “they’d 
know how much protection a tree like that is.” 

“I’ll write you a letter and let you know what the home office has 
to say just as soon as I get their answer,” he said, standing up. 

Ned and Betty got up and went out into the hall. Mr. Harmsworth 
followed them trying to shake hands with at least one of them. Betty 
kept her hands clasped tightly across her waist. Ned outwalked the 
^igent to the street. 
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“Ignorant young cuss,” Ned said. “Associates with New Hampshire 
people.” 

Eetty nodded her head. 

They bought a few things in a store, and then got into their car and 
drove home. Neither of them mentioned the insurance during the rest 
of the day. 

During the remainder of the week, and through the first three days 
of the following one, both Ned and his wife watched the mail for the 
letter from the agent in Bangor. On the third day the letter came. 

They went into the kitchen and sat down in the chairs by the win- 
dow before opening it. Ned first took out his glasses and carefully 
polished the lenses. Betty put her handkerchief to her nose, and then 
put it away. Ned read the letter aloud. 

“Dear Mr. Jones: I have taken up the matter of the Balm of Gilead 
tree in your dooryard with the home office in New Hampshire, and 
I am herewith advising you of their decision. It seems that the com- 
pany thought it was all a joke or something because, in their own 
words, they wished to know if your Balm of Gilead tree would ‘catch 
mice, scare crowds away, and cure painter’s colic. Further along in their 
letter they state most emphatically that under no circumstances would 
a discount on fire insurance premiums be allowed for possession of a 
Balm of Gilead tree.” 

The letter did not end there, but Ned read no farther. He handed 
the letter to his wife, and she laid it aside on the table, dr ring her 
mouth into a thin straight line across her face. 

“I never did waste any feelings for the people of New Hampshire,” 
Ned said, putting away his glasses, getting his hat, and standing up. 

His wife did not say a word when he left the kitchen and went out 
into the dooryard. 

When she saw him come out of the woodshed with the ax and the 
crosscut saw, she put on her jacket and went out to help him. 

First he cut a notch in the Balm of Gilead on the side in order to 
fell it in the direction where he wanted it to f ’l. When that was done, 
he picked up one end of the crosscut, and Betty picked up the other 
end. They began sawing silently, their faces bright but drawn in tight 
lines, and both hoping that an electrical storm would come early in 
the spring, and each of them praying silently that lightning would 
strike the hous& and burn t to a heap of ashes on the ground. 

\ 
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The circumstances surrounding the writing of this 
story may be of interest. One morning l got up and, 
as usual, ate breakfast and read the Boston Transcript. 
By that time it was ten-thirty or eleven, and I fell to 
thinking that l had not written a story for almost two 
weeks. I decided it was time to write another one and 
to call it — 
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Jt was the first time in his whole life that Orland Trask had done 
such a thing. Even Orland’s wife could not say afterward what had 
got into Orland to cause him to tell the strange man from the eastern 
country that he might remain in the house and stay for the night. And 
it was the last time. Both Orland and Emma knew better than to do 
a thing like that again. 

The stranger from the eastern country knocked on the door that 
evening while Orland and his wife were eating supper. Orland heard 
him knock at the beginning, but he did not make an effort to get up 
from the table to answer a knocking on his door at supper-time. 

“It’s nobody I want dealings with,” Orland said to his wife. “A man 
who would come knocking on a neighbor’s door at meal-time hadn’t 
ought to be listened to. Finns and Swedes are the only people I ever 
heard of who didn’t have better sense.” 

“Maybe some of the Morrises are sick, Orland,” Emma said. “I’ll 
go see.” 

“Stay sat in your seat, woman. Even those Morrises hav 9 got better 
sense than to take to illness at meal-time.” 

The knocking became louder. The man out there was pounding on 
the storm-door with a heavy oak walking-stick. 

Orland’s wife turned and looked out the window behind her. It was 
still snowing. The wind had died down with nightfall and the flakes 
were floating lightly against the panes. 

The stranger at the door was impatient. He opened the storm-door 
and banged on the panels of the housedoor and against the clapboards 
with the knotted end of his walking-stick, and then he turned and 
beat against the door with the heels of hi* studded boots. He was 
making a lot of noise out there for a stranger, more noise than Orland 
had ever heard at his door. 

“I’ll go sec,” Emma said again, rising from her chair at the other 
end of the table. 
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“You stay sat in your scat, woman,” Orland told her. 

Orland’s wife sank back into the chair, but barely had she settled 
herself when suddenly the door burst open with a gust of snow and 
icy wind, and the strange man stood there glaring at them. He was 
wearing black leather breeches and a red and green mackinaw and a 
brown fur cap pulled so far down over his ears that only his eyes and 
nose were showing. Snow had clung to his eyelashes and had frozen 
in long thin icicles that reached almost to his mouth. He stomped and 
blew, knocking the snow from his boots and shaking it from his cap 
and mackinaw. The heavy oak walking-stick rapped as loudly as ever 
against the door-sill. The man had not entered the house, but the door 
was open and the frosty air blew inside. 

Orland’s back was turned to the door and the first that he knew of 
the man bursting in was when the icy blast of snow and wind struck 
him. His wife, Emma, had seen everything from the beginning, but 
she was afraid to say or to do anything until Orland turned around. 
She knew that a man who would burst open a door would not wait 
to be asked into the room. 

“Holy Mother,” the stranger who stood in the doorway muttered, 
“the bones of my body are stiff as ice.” 

He came into the room then, his mittens under his arm, and his 
hands full of snow that he had scooped from the doorstep. He shut 
the door with the heel of his boot and walked around the table at 
which Orland was sitting, and rubbed his hands with the new snow. 

Orland had not said a word. He sat glaring at the heavily clothed 
man who had entered his house unbidden. 

Emma asked the strange man, guardedly, if his hands were frozen. 
While she waited for him to answer, she glanced again at Orland. 

“Holy Mother,” the stranger said again, “the bones of my body are 
stiff as ice.” 

He continued to^rub the new snow over the backs of his hands and 
around his fingers. He still did not go near the heater in the corner. 

“My name is Phelps,”* he said, “and I come from the eastern coun- 
try of Maine. Down there the townsmen take in cold men from the 
frost at night ” 

“Well.” Orland said, pushing back his chair from the table, “the 
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townsmen in this part of the State have got the sense to stay indoors 
when they have no good business out in a frosty night.” 

Emma went to the door and brought back a bowl of new snow. 
She placed the bowl on the carpet in front of the stranger who had 
said his name was Phelps. He began to unlace his boots while Emma 
got ready to take away the supper dishes. 

“Freeze your toes, too?” Orland said. “Any man who would walk 
out and freeze his hands and feet ought to have them drop off with 
frost-bite.” 

Phelps removed his boots and socks and began rubbing his toes with 
the new snow. 

“Am a poor man,” Phelps said, “and I’m not a houseowner. My 
brother wrote me a letter to come over to New Hampshire and help 
him peel pulpwood. Started out walking, and I’ve got the high moun- 
tains yet to cross. Guess you will take me in and put me up for the 
night.” 

Orland filled his pipe and struck a match before he answered. He 
then waited until Emma had gone into the kitchen again. 

“The country would be a heap better off without fools like you 
walking through the snow and frost to New Hampshire in dead of 
winter, and it’s my duty to turn you out and let the frost finish its 
job of freezing you. That’s what I ought to do to a man who would 
come into a neighbor’s house without asking The country Ms got too 
many like you in it now. But my wife would take-on if I v is to turn 
you out, so I’ll have to let you stay for the night. Will give you warn- 
ing, though; the next time your brother writes you to come over to 
New Hampshire to help him peel pulpwood, it had better be before 
winter sets in. You won’t get aid here again. Won’t stand to have 
strangers coming into my house unbidden.” 

Phelps took his feet out of the new snow and put them on the sheet 
of newspaper Orland’s wife had spread for him. He made no effort 
to move or to thank Orland for permitting him to stay for the night. 
He just sat and stared at the snow falling ;ainst the window. He 
was an old man, much older than Orland. He looked to be at least 
eighty years old. His hair was almost white, but his body was firm 
and muscular. If he had been less than six feet tall, he would have 
appeared to be over-weight. 
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Presently Emma came back into the room and carried out the bowl 
of melting snow and the damp newspaper, and then she handed the 
old man a clean bath towel. He dried his hands and feet and put his 
socks and boots on again. 

“Show me the place to sleep, and good-night,” he said wearily. 

“Guess you will want the use of the spare chamber,” Orland said, 
scowling at the old man. “Well, you’re going to get it. Could give you 
some blankets and put you on the carpet, but I’m not. Am giving you 
the use of the spare chamber. My wife will fix you a plate of break- 
fast in the morning, if you are in here on time. Nobody eats a break- 
fast in my house after six-thirty.” 

Emma lit a lamp and showed the old man to the spare chamber. 
When she returned, Orland had begun reading the paper and he had 
nothing to say to her. 

Just before he got up to go to bed, Orland called his wife. 

“Give that man who said his name was Phelps a helping of beam 
and potatoes for breakfast,” he said, “but don’t give him but one plate- 
ful. Don’t want to be the cause of prolonging the lives of people who 
walk through the snow and frost to New Hampshire in dead of 
winter.” 

Orland went to bed then, leaving Emma to clean the room and 
to set the chairs against* the wall. He was asleep long before she had 
finished her work. 

When Orland got up and lit the lamp the next morning at five- 
thirty, he listened for several minutes before calling Emma. He went 
to the wall that separated their room from the spare chamber and 
listened for a sound of the old man. The only sound that he could 
hear anywhere in the house was the breathing of Emma. 

After calling his wife, Orland went to the kitchen range and opened 
the drafts and shook down the ashes. The fire-box was ablaze in a 
minute or two, and he went to the next room and replenished the fire 
in the heater. Outside, it had stopped snowing during the night, and 
there were deep drifts of new snow. 

Breakfast was ready at six-thirty, and Emma set the dishes aside on 
the range to wait until the old man came into the next room. She 
knew that Orland would call for his breakfast at almost any minute, 
but she delayed placing it on the table as long as she could. 
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"It's time for breakfast, Emma,” Orland said. “Why haven’t you 
got it ready?” 

“Am putting it on the table right away?” she said. “Maybe you had 
best go call Mr. Phelps while I’m doing it.” 

“Will be damned if I go call him,” Orland said. “Told the old fool 
last evening what time breakfast was ready, and if he doesn’t get up 
when it’s ready, then I’m not going to wear out my shoes running to 
call him. Sit down and let’s eat, Emma.” 

Emma sat down without a word. 

After they had finished, Orland filled his pipe. He took a match 
from his coat pocket, but he waited a minute or longer before strik- 
ing it. 

“Clear away the dishes, Emma,” he said. 

Orland’s wife carried out the dishes and plates to the kitchen. She 
placed the dish of beans on the range to keep them warm a while 
longer. 

When she came back into the room for the rest of the tableware, 
Orland motioned to her to listen to him. “That old fool from the 
eastern country and going to New Hampshire to help his brother peel 
pulpwood had better be setting out toward the high mountains. He’s 
already missed the breakfast we had for him. Will give him another 
ten minutes, and if he’s not out of the house by then, I’ll *hrow him 
out, leather breeches and all.” 

Emma went back into the kitchen to wash the dishes while Orland 
filled the heater with maple chunks. One look at Orland’s face was 
enough to frighten her out of the room. 

Orland waited longer than ten minutes, and each second that passed 
made him more angry. It was almost eight o’clock then, an hour after 
breakfast was over. Orland got up and opened the house-door and the 
storm-door. His face was aflame and his motions were quick and 
jerky. 

“Take-care, woman,” he said to Emma. “TAe-care!” 

Emma came to the kitchen door and stood waiting to see what Or- 
land was going to do. She did not know what on earth to do when 
Orland became as angry as he was then. 

“Stand back, Emma,” he said. “Stand back out of my way.” 
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He began running around the room, looking as if he himself did 
not know what he was likely to do that minute or the next. 

“Orland — ” Emma said, standing in the kitchen door where she 
could get out of his way if he should turn towards her. 

“Take-care, woman,” he shouted at her. “Take-care!” 

Orland was piling all the furniture in the corner of the room be- 
side the heater. He jerked up the carpet and the rugs, pulled down 
the curtains, and carried all the old newspapers and magazines to the 
fire. He was acting strangely, Emma knew, but she did not know 
what on earth he was going to do nor how to stop him. She had 
never seen Orland act like that before in all her life, and she had lived 
with him for almost fifty years. 

“Orland — ” she said again, glancing backward to the outside kitchen 
door to make certain of escape. 

“Take-care, woman,” Orland said. “Take-care!” 

The furniture, rugs and carpet, and newspapers were blazing like a 
May grass fire within a few minutes. Smoke and flame rose tc the 
ceiling and flowed down the walls. Just when Emma thought surely 
that Orland would be burned alive in the fire, he ran out of the door 
and into the yard. She ran screaming through the other door. 

Emma’s first thought, when she saw the house burning, was where 
would they live now'. Then she remembered their other house, the 
ten-room brick house down the road near the village. Orland would 
not live in it because he had said that the frame house would have to 
be worn out before they could go to live in their brick house. He had 
been saying that for twenty years, and during all of that time the fine 
brick house of ten rooms had been standing at waste. Now, at last, 
they could live in it. 

There were no people passing along the road so early in the morn- 
ing, but John White saw the smoke and flame from his house across 
the flats, and he GjjTie running over with a bucket of water. By the 
time he got there, all the water had splashed out of the bucket, and 
he set it down and looked at the fire. 

“Am sorry to see that, Orland,” he said. 

“Save your pity for some who are in need of it,” Orland said. 

“Well, you’ve got good insurance on it, anyway,” John said. “That 
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will help a lot. When you collect the insurance money, you can go 
and live in your brick house in style and good comfort.” 

“Not going to collect the insurance,” Orland said. 

“You’re not! Why won’t you collect it?” 

“Because I set fire to the house myself.” 

“Set fire to it yourself! Good God, Orland, you must have lost your 
mind and reason!” 

“Had a blamed good reason for doing it.” 

John White walked away and turned around and came back where 
Orland was standing. He looked at Orland and then at the burning 
house and at Orland again. 

Orland began telling John about the old man who had said his 
name was Phelps. He started at the beginning, when Phelps knocked 
on the storm- dou* at meal-time. Then he told John about giving the 
old man permission to spend the night in the house after he had 
walked in unbidden. 

“But I told him to get up in time for breakfast at six-thirty,” Orland 
said. “I told him that, and the old fool heard me, too. When this morn- 
ing came, I waited five, ten minutes for him to come and eat. He 
didn’t even get up out of bed. He just stayed there, sleeping. Then I 
sat and waited a whole hour for him to get up, but he still just stayed 
in the spare chamber and slept. Am not the kind to allow country 
to get cluttered up with men with no more sense than tr start out 
walking to New Hampshire in dead of winter to peel pulpwood. That 
old fool said he started out from somewhere in the eastern country to 
walk over there through the snow and frost, and he hadn’t even got 
as far as the high mountains. If I hadn’t stopped him here, he’d have 
gone to some town and couldn’t go further. Then he’d lvve been a 
burden on the State, because there’s not a town down-Maine that 
would have claimed him, not even a town in the eastern country 
would have given him citizenship.” 

Suddenly, Emma screamed and fell down * 1 her back. Orland ran 
to see what the matter with her was. 

While he was away attending to Emma, John White saw something 
move behind one of the windows in the spare chamber. Before he 
could go closer to see what it was, the roof over that part of the 
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building fell in, sending up a shower of sparks and fragments of black 
embers. 

Orland came back beside John and stood watching the house as it 
sank lower and lower to the ground. 

“Lived in this town a long time,” John said, “almost any man’s life- 
time, I guess, but 1 never before saw a man burn his house down just 
for durn meanness. Don’t guess you’d have done it, if it wasn’t for the 
fact that you own a brick house that’s a lot better shelter than this 
frame one was.” 

“That old fool who said he was on his way to New Hampshire to 
help his brother peel ” 

“Well, all I’ve got to say is that it looks to me like you could have 
asked him just once to get up out of bed and clear out of the house. 
Doesn’t appear to me like a man ought to set fire to and burn down 
a good frame house just because a guest won’t get out of bed in time 
for breakfast.” 

“Maybe I wouldn’t have done it,” Orland said, “but after I had 
thought all night about it, there wasn’t any other way to treat him. 
Why! that old fool who said his name was Phelps opened my door 
and come in without my bidding, right when I was sitting at the table 
at meal-time. You don’t guess I’d have gone and asked him to get 
out of.fied, do you, after he had done a thing like that?” 

“Guess you would have gone and told him to get up, all right, if 
you hadn’t been trying for nearly twenty years to find a way to move 
into your brick house. This frame house was just about worn out, any- 
way, Orland. Wasn’t no sense in burning him up just to get the house 
down and out oP your way.” 

“Couldn’t take the risk,” Orland said. “This house has always been 
cussed mean. It was just hard-headed enough to have stood in good 
repair right up to the day I took ill and died.” 
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that we delete the highly relevant comment written for 
this space.) 
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IVlARY JANE knew Dave was up to some kind of mischief, but 
to save her soul she could not find out what it was. Dave had been 
acting queerly for more than a month. He was nervous and restless 
when he came in the house and she had a hard time making him 
finish his meals. Dave said he was just not hungry, but Mary Jane 
knew that was not the real reason. He was up to some kind of mis- 
chief. 

Dave blamed it all on the weather. Here it was the last of April and 
almost the fi r si ;*f May, he said, and it was still winter. There should 
have been a thaw three or four weeks ago, but instead there were nine- 
teen inches of snow and ice on the ground and the thermometer never 
went above the twenties. And it looked like more snow right then. 

Mary Jane reminded him of the winter three years before when the 
sprtng thaw did not come until the first week in May. She said she 
was certain the lake ice would go out almost any day now. * 

Mary Jane could not see how the weather had anything to do with 
the way lie war, acting. 

Instead of getting over his restlessness Dave got worse. Wien he 
came home at night, after working all day in the lumber-mill, he 
wanted to go out again before he finished eating his supper. There 
was a dance at the Grange hall every Tuesday night, and the moving- 
pictures every Friday night, but there was no place to go during the 
rest of the week. Mary Jane went to the pictures on Friday nights and 
to the dance whenever there was one, and the other evenings she was 
in the habit of staying at home and doing her lace-work. Dave wanted 
to go somewhere every night now. 

“Why can’t you sit by the fire and read the newspapers like you 
used to do, Dave?” she asked, with her womed frown that he had 
once liked so much. 

“I want to go somewhere,” was his answer. It was the same answer 
each time she asked him. 
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She placed supper on the table and Dave sat down in his chair. 

“You act like a twelve-year-old boy, Dave/' she stated accusingly. 
“You used to want to stay at home when I wanted to go to the dance 
or the pictures at the Grange hall. Now you want to go oft and leave 
me by myself every night. What makes you so restless lately?" 

“Maybe the winters are getting worse,” he mumbled to himself. “I 
wish I lived out in California or down in Florida, where they don't 
have to put up with snow and ice half the whole year." 

Mary Jane gave up trying to talk to Dave. Every time she asked 
him what made him so restless at night he always cursed the winters 
and said he was going where there were none. It did no good to try 
to talk to him. Dave did not pay any attention to her. He was always 
thinking about something else. 

Two days later there was a four-inch snowfall. It began to snow at 
about eight o'clock in the morning just after Dave went to the lumber- 
yard. By six o’clock that night it had almost stopped, but there were 
four inches of it on the ground — on top of the nineteen inches already 
there. 

Mary Jane waited all day for night to come. Not because she wanted 
it to come, but because she dreaded it more than anything in the 
world. She knew Dave would come home cursing the winters and the 
snow. And then before he was half-way through supper he would get 
up and want to go somewhere. She knew exactly what he would say 
about it. 

Just as she knew he would do, that evening Dave stopped eating in 
the middle of his meal and got up from the table. She watched him 
go to the next room for his hat and mackinaw. Then he went to the 
hall and put on his heavy shoes. When he did that, she could stand 
it no longer. She ran to him. 

“Where are you going, Dave?” 

“I’m going out to walk around a while,” he said nervously. “I'm 
going out. I’ll be ; ^ack after a while.” 

Dave 'went out the door and closed it behind him. She could hear 
the crunch of the snow under his feet while he walked down the path 
to the road. When he got there, the sound stopped. She knew he was 
walking in the deep snow and cursing about the winters. 

After the dishes had been washed and the kitchen put in order, 
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Mary Jane went to the next room and sat down in front of the fire. 
She had been doing a lot of thinking for the past two weeks or more, 
and the more she thought, the more uneasy she became. There was 
something that disturbed her. She could not help thinking about it 
because every time Dave got restless and went out it made her think 
about it all the more. 

She had been doing a lot of thinking lately about the school-teacher 
the Maxwells were boarding. The teacher had been living there all 
winter, but Mary Jane had not seen her until about the middle of 
January. The girl was too young to teach school and she was too 
pretty to live in the village. Her name was Flora Dunn. She remem- 
bered when Dave told her. He said she was not much more than 
seventeen or nineteen years old. That was all he said about her* but 
ever since then Mary Jane had been thinking a lot. The teacher who 
was there the year before had been asked not ro come back because 
she put too much coloring on her face. The Dunn girl was not like 
that. She was so young she was pretty without coloring. 

Mary Jane suddenly sprang up and put on all her heavy clothes and 
went to the barn and hitched the horse to the sleigh. When that was 
done, she carefully took off all the harness bells. She had enough to 
distract her without hearing a lot of tinkling little bells on the horse. 
And besides, she did not want the bells on tonight, anyway. She took 
the bells off and laid them on the carriage seat. 

She drove down the road past the Maxwells’ house. The; she drove 
up and down in front of the house six or seven times. She stopped by 
a tree the last time and hitched the horse to it. After that she walked 
up and down the road to keep warm. 

After waiting twenty minutes in the road Mary Jane saw Flora go 
upstairs to bed and turn out the light. In two minutes a figure came 
from the house and through the snow to the road. Mary Jane knew it 
was Flora. She was certain of that. 

While she waited beside the horse and sleigh, Flora crossed the road 
and went down the hillside toward the cannery at the lake. Mary Jane 
followed her across the snow. There was no moon visible, but the 
clouds were so thin the moon gave enough light to enable her to follow 
Flora. 

When Flora reached the cannery, she opened the unlocked door and 
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went inside for a few minutes. Then she came back and stood in the 
doorway, looking out over the lake as though she expected somebody 
to come across the ice. 

Mary Jane waited beside a tree. Presently she could hear a low 
whistle out on the lake somewhere, and almost instantly followed an 
answering whistle from Flora. Mary Jane waited. She knew it was 
Dave walking across the ice on the take. And she knew he was com- 
ing to the cannery. 

Dave came across the ice and went up the steps to the cannery door. 
Flora stepped back inside just as he came up, and Mary Jane could not 
see what they were doing. She lost no time in getting to the cannery. 
Then cautiously she went up the steps. The door had been closed but 
not locked. She opened it easily without a sound. Dave and the girl 
had lighted a candle and put it on the peeling-table. The light it gave 
was not strong enough to see everywhere inside, but she could easily 
distinguish Dave and the girl. They were whispering together in the 
corner behind the boiling-tubs. 

Mary Janp slammed the door and reached for a piece of rope she 
saw hanging on the wall. 

“Who is that?” she heard Dave’s anxious voice. 

Flora screamed. 

Mary Jane ran across the cannery floor to the corner. She slashed 
Dave’s face with the rope and struck Flora around her legs. 

“For God’s sake, Mary Jane,” Dave pleaded, when he recognized 
her face in the candle-light. “Mary Jane, please don’t do that!” 

“So you got tired of waiting for the winter to pass, didn’t you?” 
she shouted at him. “The winter made you restless, didn’t it?” 

She stung him again and again with the rope across his face and 
shoulders. She die’ not hit Flora again. 

Flora clung to Lwe’s arm and would not leave him. Mary Jane got 
more angry when sue saw Flora hanging to Dave. She drew back to 
strike the girl, but Dave jerked the rope from her hand. 

“What’s the matter with you, Mary Jane?” he shouted. “You stop 
trying to hurt her!” 

“You shut your mouth, Dave! I’m going to teach her a lesson so 
she’ll never bother a married man again as long as she lives!” 
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Dave caught her arms and held her. As soon as he touched Mary 
Jane she relaxed and almost fell to the floor. 

“If you’ll promise not to see Dave again I won’t tell on you,” she 
said to Flora. “But if you don’t promise, I’ll take both of you up to 
the house and tell the Maxwells exactly where you were and what 
you were doing. If I did that, you’d have to leave your school to- 
morrow— -and anyway, you’ll have better sense than to apply for this 
same school again next year, won’t you?” 

“I promise,” Flora begged. “I promise I won’t see him again! Please 
don’t tell Mr. Maxwell, or anybody!” 

“Well, we’re going home now,” Mary Jane said. “Come on.” 

They walked up the hill to the road. Dave walked in front, Mary 
Jane behind him, and Flora last. When they reached the road, Flora 
ran to the house without looking back. 

“Come on home, Dave,” Mary Jane said. 

She led him to the horse and sleigh. 

Neither said a word while they rode through the village. At the 
barn Dave unharnessed the horse while Mary Jane went into the house. 

When Dave came into the room, Mary Jane was looking at some- 
thing in the almanac. Dave pretended not to be interested in what 
she was doing. 

“Dave,” Mary Jane said, handing him the almanac opened at the 
month of April, “Dave, the almanac says there’s going tv be a big 
spring thaw in northern New England beginning the 20.1— and to- 
morrows the 20th. Did you know that?" 

“Where does it say that?” he asked anxiously, taking the almanac 
and holding it so the light could fall on the print. “Does it say we’re 
going to start having the spring thaw tomorrow, sure enough?” 
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One morning in the early spring of 1930 1 arrived in 
New York with a suitcase full of stories. I had been 
writing and submitting stories to editors for five years 
with no success whatever, and I had decided to try 
door-to-door salesmanship. At the end of the first day I 
had left one or more in the office of every magazine 
in town. After two days 1 began collecting my manu- 
scripts. t got back all but four. One had been taken to 
New Jersey, hurriedly printed, and was being hawked 
by whispering men standing in dark ^ doorways. One 
was in the locked drawer of an editorial desk use d by 
a young woman who said the magazine could not buy 
it but that she had always wanted to marry a writer. 
The third manuscript burned up when somebody laid 
a lighted cigarette on it. The fourth manusert. t was 
accepted by a magazine editor who called me on the 
phone and asked me how much l wanted for it. 
“ About — ” l began. “ I’m afraid we cant pay you 
that much," he said. “ But — " I protested. “ You’ll 'have 
to come down in your price — the best we can pay is 
two fifty," he said. “I think l ought to have at least 
two seventy-five for it," I insisted. “ All right, two hun- 
dred and seventy-five, then!" he said. “Dollars?" I 
asked. “Of course! What did you think I meant!" he 
'aid. 
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He was coming— he was coming— God bless him! He was coming 
to marry her — coming all the way from Minnesota! 

Trembling, breathless, Marjorie read the letter again and again, 
holding it desperately in the ten fingers of her hands. Then at last, 
her eyes so blurred she could no longer see the handwriting, she 
placed the letter against the bareness of her breasts where she could 
breathe into it all the happiness of her heart. All the way from Min- 
nesota he was coming — coming all that great distance to marry herl 

The letter’s every word, every mark of careless punctuation, was 
burned inerasably on her memory. The thought of the letter was like 
a poem running through her — like the chill of sudden warmth — frag- 
ments of lines repeating themselves like the roar in a furnace-pipe. 

His letter was not a proposal of marriage, but he did say he liked 
the way she looked in the picture she sent him. And why would he 
be coming all the way from Minnesota if he did not intend asking 
her to be his wife? Surely he wanted her. 

Marjorie had his picture, too. She could actually feel th untiring 
strength of the lean muscles stretching over his face to the chin. Her 
fingers stole over his face excitedly, filling her with pa r sion for the 
man with whom she would mate. He was a strong man. He would 
do with her as he pleased. 

Surely he would like her. He was a mature man, and men who are 
mature seek beauty of soul and body when they marry. Maijorie was 
beautiful. Her beauty was her youth and charm. He wrote Marjorie 
that her eyes and her face and her hair were the loveliest he had ever 
seen. And her body was beautiful, too. He would see that when he 
came. Her slender limbs were cool and firm ln*e the young pine trees 
in winter. Her heart was warm and eager. He would like her— surely 
he would. 

Should she please him, and should he want her, and naturally he 
would when he saw her, Marjorie would give him her soul. Her soul 
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would be her greatest gift to him. First she would give him her love, 
then her body, and at last her soul. No one had ever possessed her 
soul. But neither had her body or her love been possessed. 

He had written frankly in all his letters. He said he wanted a wife. 
It was lonely, he said, living alone in Minnesota. Marjorie was lone- 
some, too. She had lived the long five years since her mother's death, 
alone. She understood. She had always been lonesome. 

Marjorie prepared a room for him and waited his coming. She 
laundered the linen sheets and pillow-cases three times. She dried the 
linen each time on the limbs of the fir trees and ironed it in the early 
morning while it was still damp with the pine-scented air. 

The day of his coming Marjorie was awake long before the sun 
rose. The sun rose cool and swift. 

Before laying out the new clothes she would wear for him, she ran 
to the room and patted the pillows and smoothed the coverlet for the 
last time. Then hurriedly she dressed and drove to the depot nineteen 
miles away. 

He arrived on the noon train from Boston. He was much larger 
than she had expected him to be, and he was much more handsome 
than she had hoped. 

“Are you Marjorie?” he asked huskily. 

“Yes,” Marjorie answered eagerly. “I am Marjorie. You are Nels?" 

“Yes,” he smiled, his eyes meeting hers. “I am Nels.” 

Marjorie led Nels to the automobile. They got in and drove away. 
Nels was a silent man, speaking crisply and infrequently. He looked 
at Marjorie all the time. He looked at her hands and face intently. 
She was nervous and self-conscious under his non-committal scrutiny. 
After they had gone several miles he placed his arm across the back 
of the seat. Only once or twice did Marjorie feel his arm. The bumpy 
roads tossed them both as the car sped across-country. Nels’ arms were 
as strong and muscular as a woodsman’s. 

Late that aftern ion Marjorie and Nels walked down through the 
wood to the lake. There was a cold icy wind out of the northeast and 
the lake rose and tossed as if a storm were upon it. While they stood 
on a boulder at the lakeside watching the waves, a sudden gust of 
wind threw her against his shoulder. Nels braced her with his steel- 
like arms and jumped to the ground. Later she showed Nels the icc- 
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house and pointed out to him the shed where the boats were stored 
in winter. Then they walked home through the pines and firs. 

While Marjorie prepared supper Nels sat in the parlor smoking his 
pipe. Several times Marjorie ran to the open door for a hurried 
glimpse of the man she was to marry. The only motion about him 
was the steady flow of tobacco-smoke boiling from the bowl of his 
pipe. When the meal was ready, Marjorie quickly changed her dress 
and called Nels. Nels enjoyed the meal before him. He liked the way 
she had prepared the fish. Her skin was so hot she could not bear to 
press her knees together. Nels ate with full appetite. 

After Marjorie had hastily carried the dishes to the kitchen she 
again changed her dress and went into the room where Nels sat by 
the fireplace. They sat in silence until she brought him the album and 
showed him the pictures. He looked at them silently. 

All through the evening she sat hoping he would soon take her in 
his arms and kiss her. He would later, of course, but she wanted now 
to be in his arms. He did not look at her. 

At ten-thirty Nels said he should like to go to bed. Marjorie jumped 
up and ran to his room. She turned back the pine-scentcd covers and 
smoothed the pillows. Bending over the bed, she laid her flushed cheek 
against the cool soft linen. Tearing herself away, she went back into 
the room where Nels sat silently by the fire. 

After Nels had gone to his room and dosed the doo» behind him, 
Marjorie went to her own bedroom. She sat down in a i >cking-chair 
and looked out upon the lake. It was after midnight when she got up 
and undressed. Just before retiring she tiptoed to the door of Nels’ 
room. She stood there several minutes listening intensely. Her fingers 
touched the door softly. He did not hear her. He was asleep. 

Marjorie was awake at five. Nels came into the kitchen at seven 
while she prepared breakfast. He was freshly clean, and under his 
loose tweed suit she all but felt the great strength of his body. 

“Good-morning,” he said. 

“Good-morning, Nels,” she greeted him igerly. 

After breakfast they sat in the parlor while Nels smoked his pipe. 
When he finished smoking, he stood up before the fireplace. He took 
out his watch and glanced at the time. Marjorie sat hushed behind 
him. 
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“What time does the train leave for Boston?” he asked. 

With stilled breath she told him. 

“Will you take me to the train?” he asked her. 

She said she would. 

Marjorie immediately went into the kitchen and leaned heavily 
against the table. Nels remained in the parlor re-filling his pipe. Mar- 
jorie ran toward the parlor several times, but each time she turned 
back when she reached the door. She wanted to ask Nels if he were 
coming back. She picked up a plate and it crashed to the floor. It was 
the first piece of china she had broken since the morning of her 
mother’s death. Trembling, she put on her hat and coat. Of course 
he was coming back! How foolish it was to think he would not! He 
was probably going to Boston to get some presents for her. He would 
come back — of course he would! 

When they reached the depot, Nels held out his hand. She placed 
her hand in his. It was the first time his skin had touched her skin. 

“Good-by,” he said. 

“Good-by, Nels,” she smiled at him. “I hope you enjoyed your 
visit.” 

Nels picked up his traveling-bag and started towards the waiting- 
room. 

Marjorie’s arms and legs had the numbness of death in them. She 
started the motor uncertainly. He had not said he would return! 

“Nels!” she cried desperately, gripping the door of the automobile 
with bloodless fingers. 

Nels stopped and turned around, facing her. 

“Nels, you are welcome to come back any time you want to,” she 
begged unashamedly. 

“Thank you,” he replied briefly, “but I’m going home to Minnesota 
and I’ll not be back again.” 

“What!” she cried, her lips quivering so violently she could barely 
make them speak, “Where are you going ?” 

“To Minnesota,” he replied. 

Marjorie drove home as fast as her car would take her. As soon as 
she reached the house she ran to Nels’ room. 

In Nels* room Marjorie stood by the side of the bed and looked at 
the crumpled sheets and pillows with tear-blinded eyes. With a sob 
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she threw herself between the sheets where Nels had lain. In her 
arms she hugged the pillows and dampened them with her rears. She 
could feel his body against hers. She kissed his face and held her lips 
for him to kiss. 

It was night when she arose from the bed. The sun had gone down 
and the day was over. Only the cool clear twilight was left to shadow 
the room. 

Throwing a blanket around her shoulders, Marjorie jerked the 
sheets and pillow-cases from the bed and ran blindly to her own 
room. She opened the cedar chest and tenderly folded the crumpled 
sheets and pillow-cases. She laid the linen in the chest and dragged 
the chest to the side of her bed. 

Marjorie turned out the light and lay down between the sheets of 
her own bed. 

“Good-night, Nels,” she whispered softly, her fingers touching the 
smooth lid of the cedar chest at her side. 
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I bell ci v this story would have been jar superior if 
could have been told orally . 




AN AUTUMN COURTSHIP 


-AmOS WILLIAMS had been carrying a jug of his last year’s cider 
over to Esther Tibbetts’ every Sunday night for two months or more 
and he thought it was about time for something to happen. Amos had 
been trying all summer to marry Esther, but Esther owned a good 
farm and a fine set of buildings and she thought she was very well 
off just as she was. Every Sunday night Esther seemed to be ready to 
say she would marry Amos, but by that time the cider was all gone 
and he had to go away and wait for another week to pass before he 
could try again. 

When he went back to work at the skewcr-mill Monday morning, 
the other men wanted to know if anything had happened the night 
before. Everybody in the mill knew that Amos was trying his hardest 
to marry Esther before winter and cold weather came. Amos had 
begun taking Esther a jug of cider because one of the men there had 
said that if a woman drank enough hard cider she would marry any- 
body. 

“What did Esther say last night, Amos?” one of the men asked 
him, winking at the others. “Did she say she would get married to 
your 

Amos said nothing for a few minutes. The mill was turning out 
candy-sticks for all-day suckers this week because there was a big stock 
of meat-skewers on hand and a large order for candy-sticks had been 
received over the week-end. Amos picked up a wrench and adjusted 
the turning-machine on his bench while everybody stood around wait- 
ing to hear about Esther. 

“The cider gave out too quick, I guess,” he said. “I thought for a 
while she was going to say she would get married, but I guess there 
wasn’t enough cider.” 

“What you should do, Amos,” another of the men said seriously, “is 
to take two jugs of cider with you next Sunday night. When I was 
courting my wife, I- couldn’t do a thing with her until I began taking 
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two jugs with me when I went to see her. You should take two jugs 
of cider, Amos. That will make things happen, air right.” 

“Ill have to do something about it,” Amos said. “My cider-barrel is 
getting low. I’ve only got five or six gallons left in it now. And winter 
is coming on, too. If Esther don’t marry me pretty soon, I’ll have to 
buy some new blankets.” 

“You take Esther two jugs next Sunday night, Amos, and if all that 
cider won’t make something happen for you I’ll give you five gallons 
out of my own barrel.” 

Amos pulled the belt on his machine and went to work turning 
candy-sticks. He was getting uneasy now that winter was coming. He 
had planned to marry Esther before it began to be cold at night so he 
would not have to buy any new blankets. His sister had taken all his 
quilts when she was married that past spring and now he could not 
get them away from her. Esther had a lot of quilts and if he could 
marry her they would use hers that winter. Everything would work 
out just fine if Esther would only say she would marry him. He would 
live in Esther’s house because it was a mile closer to the skewer-mill 
than his own, and he would not have to walk so far when he went 
to work. 

By the end of the week Amos was desperate. Since Tuesday there 
had been a heavy frost every night and the only bed-covering he had 
was the old yellow quilt his sister said she would not have. It would 
have been a foolish waste of money to go to the store and buy two 
or three sets of blankets, considering the fact that Esther had dozens 
and dozens of quilts which they would use if she would only marry 
him before winter and cold weather came. 

Early Sunday evening Amos filled two jugs with his last-year’s cider 
and took them with him to see Esther. When he got there, he wanted 
Esther to begin drinking with him right away. Esther liked cider, espe- 
cially when it was a year old, and they drank one jug empty before 
nine o’clock. Afjos had not said a word the whole evening about mar- 
rying. He figured that it would be better to wait and talk about that 
when they started on the second jug. 

Esther took a good stiff drink from the new jug and danced a few 
steps before she sat down again. 

“This is good cider, Esther,” he said preliminarily. 
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Esther put her band over her mouth and swallowed two or three 
times in quick succession. 

“You always have good apple-juice, Amos,” she smiled at him. 

Amos rubbed the palms of his hands nervously over his knees, try- 
ing to erase the indigo stain of white birch from the skin. He likeJ 1 
to hear Esther praise his cider. 

“The boys at the skewer-mill promised, to give me a whole barrel of 
cider when I get married,” he lied shamelessly. 

He glanced at Esther, hoping to find on her face some sign of the 
effect the carefully planned story should have had on her. Esther 
looked blankly at the ceiling, as though she did not know why Amos 
came to see her every Sunday night with his last-year’s cider. Amos 
poured her another glass from the jug. 

While she drank the cider, Amos studied the pile of thick quilts 
and comforters on the foot of her bed in the next room. Seeing Esther’s 
quilts made him more than ever determined to marry her right away. 
He could see no sense in his coming to her house every week and 
bringing her his good cider when, if she would marry him, he could 
be there every night and have all his cider for himself. 

And this time, when he brought two jugs, he knew he had the best 
opportunity of his life. If Esther drank both jugs of cider and still 
continued to say that she would not marry him, then there would be 
no use in wasting any more of his cider on her. 

Esther finished the glass and gave it to Amos. He put it u \ the table 
and turned around just in time to see Esther lifting her skirt near the 
hem with a thumb and forefinger and carelessly throwing one leg 
across the other. He knew at once that the second jug was doing all 
it should do, because Esther had never crossed her legs so gaily during 
all the other times he had been bringing one jug. He poured her 
another glass, and rubbed his birch-stained hands together enthusi- 
astically while she was placing the glass to her lips. 

“Esther, I’ve got more than seven thousand dollars in the savings- 
bank,” he began. That was the first thing he said each time he asked 
her to marry him. “My farm and buildings are worth three thousand 
dollars, and I haven’t any debts.” 

Esther lifted her eyelids and looked at Amos. Her eyes were sleepy, 
looking but she was wide awake. 

A* 
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“I don’t want to be married/’ she said, beginning to giggle a little 
for the first time. “I want to stay like I am, Amos.” 

This was the only time he had ever been with Esther when she had 
a cider-giggle. He watched her anxiously, startled by her prompt re- 
fusal. 

“But blankets—” he cried out nervously. 

“What blankets?” she asked, raising herself on her elbow and guid- 
ing herself across the room. The cider-giggle was getting beyond her 
control. 

“Winter is coming-cold weather!” he shouted desperately. 

“What about cold weather, Amos?” she giggled again. 

“I was just thinking about blankets,” he said hopelessly. 

Esther went to the door and looked into her bedroom. Amos came 
and stood behind her. 

“I haven’t any blankets, Amos,” she giggled, “but I’ve got a lot of 
quilts and comforters.” 

Amos looked hopefully over her shoulder at the pile of quilts and 
comforters on her bed. 

“I want us to get married, Esther,” he said thickly. “How would you 
like to marry me?” 

Esther pushed Amos roughly aside and went back into the room. 
She vyas giggling so foolishly she could not speak. 

Amos went to the table and poured her another glass of cider. 
While she drank it he glanced at the almost empty jug, realizing that 
he would have to hurry Esther if he was to get her consent before all 
the cider was gone. 

When she handed him the empty glass, Amos put it on the table 
and caught her hands before she could jerk away from him. Then, 
holding her arms so she could not push him away, he kissed her. 
Knowing that she would try to push him away when he did that, he 
put his arms around her and held her while he talked to her about 
marrying him. 4 

“I want that you should marry me, Esther,” he struggled with her 
strength, “because if you don’t I'll have to buy some blankets for the 
winter.” 

Esther pushed and scratched but Amos held her all the tighter. He 
could see that she was mad, but at the same time she could not keep 
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from giggling just as sillily as ever. Amos poured out the last glass of 
cider for her while he held her with one hand. 

Still holding her with one hand he tried to force the cider into her 
mouth. Suddenly she shoved Amos with all her might, and both of 
them fell on the floor. Amos was not hurt, but Esther struck her knee 
on a chair and cut a deep gash in her leg. The blood ran through her 
stocking and dripped on the floor beside them. 

“Esther, I want that you should marry me right away before — ” 
he began a second time. 

Before he could say another word Esther had grabbed the nearest 
cider-jug and hit him over the head with it. The blow was glancing, 
and the jug only stunned him for a moment. She had swung the jug 
so hard, though, that it was jerked from her fingers and crashed 
against the cast-iron stove. She immediately reached for the second 
jug, but Amos was too quick for her. He ran to the door and out into 
the yard before she could throw it at him. When he got to the road, 
she had reached the door, and with all her strength she hurled the 
stone jug at Amos. Amos dodged out of the way and ran down the 
road toward his house. 

When he got home, there was nothing to do but drink some cider 
and go to bed. He was so mad about the way things turned out that 
he drank almost three times as much cider as he usually did when he 
went down into his cellar. 

By the time Amos started to the skewer-mill the nex morning he 
was resigned to his inability to marry Esther. His only regrets now 
were that he had wasted all his last-year’s hard cider on her and would 
have to buy two or three sets of blankets, after all. 

When he got to the mill, a stranger was standing in the doorway. 
The man made no effort to move when Amos tried to enter. 

“Your name is Amos Williams, isn’t it?” he asked. 

“Amos Williams it’s been ever since I can remember,” Amos said 
sourly, trying to get into the mill. 

“Well, you will have to come along wrh me to the county jail,” he 
said, holding out a folded paper. 

“What for?” Amos demanded. 

“The paper says ‘Assault on the Person of Esther Tibbetts. 9 n 

The man who had promised Amos five gallons of cider the week 
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before, when he suggested that Amos take Esther two jugs, came up 
the road to the mill door. He asked Amos what the trouble was and 
Amos told him. 

“You got me into all this trouble,” Amos swore at him. “You said 
two jugs would make her marry me, and now she’s had me arrested 
for assault.” 

“Well, it’s too bad you’ve got to go to jail and lose all that time here 
at the mill, Amos, but it was all your own fault.” 

“How was it my fault?” 

“It’s like this, Amos. There are three kinds of women. There are 
one-jug, two-jug, and three-jug women. You should have told me at 
the start that Esther was a three-jug woman. If you had done that, I 
could have told you to take her three jugs of cider instead of only 
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If Prof *";or Perkins is still following me, l will gladly 
explain for his benefit the method l employ in writing 
these comments. When I have no comment to make, I 
merely say as much. 




PRIMING THE WELL 


W HEN I was a little fellow my mother, who was half damyankee, 
used to tell me the story about wooden nutmegs. Even now I can 
clearly remember her picturing the early peddlers with pouches of 
painted nutmegs going from farm to farm along the Potomac, selling 
the spice with all the solemnity of a Methodist circuit-rider. That the 
nutmegs were easily sold and eagerly bought is beside the story; the 
wonder is that we Southerners were so % dumb we did not know the 
difference. 

For some reason I never fully understood, my mother and father, 
when I was still quite young, went Down East and bought a farm in 
the Kennebec River Valley. Then, when I was eleven years old and 
my sister nine, they decided that they would sell the farm and move 
back to Virginia. This was the easiest phase of the decision, because 
finding somebody who wanted to invest six thousand dollars in a 
Maine farm was a problem difficult to solve. Even when we did find 
a purchaser it was by mere accident that the sale was so easily made. 

It was a three-months’ drought that finally brought a f 'uyer to us. 
And that .was chance, too; because droughts for more tuan three or 
four weeks were uncommon where we were. 

In the late spring, about four months before the drought came to 
an end,— the last rain fell on the first day of June— there were two 
men who were very anxious to buy our farm. The price either of them 
was willing to pay at that time, however, was not much more than one 
half the figure my father had placed on it. Mr. Geroux, a Frenchman, 
was one of the prospective purchasers, and Elisha Goodwin the other. 
Mr. Geroux was a native of New Brunswick, but he had lived in 
Maine thirty years or longer. He had becoh ; unusually prosperous in 
recent years because of the rising market for seed potatoes, and during 
all that time he had been acquiring that same cautious mind Elisha 
Goodwin had inherited from six generations of forefathers. Both of 
these men, however, realized the value of our farm and both knew 
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it was worth every dollar of six thousand. Neither of them was will- 
ing, though, to pay the price asked until he was sure it could not be 
bought for less. And, as we were told afterwards, Mr. Geroux would 
have paid almost anything up to ten thousand for the farm, because 
its improvements, fertility, and location were making it increasingly 
valuable. 

In the month of August, the beginning of the last month of the 
terrible drought, both Mr. Geroux and Elisha Goodwin came to see 
my father in regard to purchasing our farm. They did not come to- 
gether, of course, because each of them wanted to buy it before the 
other did. At the same time, each of them wanted to close the deal 
before he was forced to bid against the other. The month of August 
was the dryest ever to be recorded in the State of Maine. Everyone 
was certain of that. No rain had fallen since the first of June. The 
Kennebec River was so low that it was out of the question for the 
paper-mills to float pulpwood, and all of those which were not import- 
ing Scandinavian baled pulp had to close down. Even the lakes in the 
back-country were so low that at least fifty per cent of the fish had 
already died. There was nothing that could be done about the weather, 
though, and everybody just had to wait for fall to come, bringing rain 
or snow. Towards the end of the month the water famine was be- 
coming dangerous. The farmers, whose wells had gone dry and who 
had been drawing water from the river and lakes, were faced with 
additional danger when the river went completely dry along with 
most of the lakes. The stock on every farm was dropping dead day 
and night. There had been no milk in the valley for nearly a month, 
and the horses, steers, and sheep were hungry and thirsty. The month 
of August was without exception the most damaging month in the 
history of the entire Kennebec River Valley. 

There was a deep lake on our farm about a mile and a half from 
the buildings and we were fortunate in having some water for our 
stock and ourselves. We drew water to the house every day from the 
lake. Our well had gone dry just as quickly as all the other wells in 
the valley. 

We had been drawing water in three barrels every day from the 
lake. After six weeks of this my father became tired of having to go 
to the lake every day. He decided that we would draw twenty-five or 
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thirty barrels one day a week and store it on the farm. This would 
save us the trouble of having to go every day and give us time to do 
some other work that was needed. The real problem, however, was 
where and how to store a week’s supply of water. It would have been 
foolish to buy twenty-five or thirty barrels, or even half that many, 
when we could use them at the most only two or three weeks longer. 
Then they would have to be stored away and they would dry and 
warp until they were valueless. I believe it was my mother who made 
the suggestion of storing the water in the well. At least, it was she 
who said it was the only place she knew about. At first my father was 
of the opinion that the water would run or seep out of the well faster 
than we could haul it, but he was willing to try it, anyway. The plan 
worked, much to my mother’s joy. All of us— my father, my sister, 
and myself — congratulated her on making such a wise suggestion. 

We went to woik at once and all that day we drew water from the 
lake and poured it into the well. By late afternoon we had transferred 
about thirty or thirty-five barrels of lake water to the well. That eve- 
ning all we had to do was to lower the bucket and bring up as much 
water as we needed for the stock. The next day it was the same. The 
water was still there and apparently none had seeped away. It was a 
great improvement over the way we had been doing before. 

It was by accident that Elisha Goodwin stopped at our house that 
afternoon. His horse had thrown a shoe and he came up to the barn 
to draw out the nails so the hoof would not be injured. . came up 
to the bam where we were at the time. 

“Well, Mr. Langley,” he said to my father, “what are we going to 
do about this here drought ? The whole State of Maine will be ruined 
if this keeps up another two weeks. There ain’t a drop of water on my 
whole farm.” 

“The drought is terrible,” my father said. “I won’t have even a peck 
of potatoes out of the whole farm to sell this year. But, strange to say, 
I’ve got plenty of water in my well.” 

“What?” Mr. Goodwin shouted unbelu ingly. “You say you got 
water in your well?” 

“Plenty of it.” 

“Well, I don’t believe it. Nobody else has got any water in their 
wells. How comes it you got water in your’n?” 
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“I water my stock from it twice a day and we have plenty of water 
for the kitchen besides. It’s just as full as it’s ever been.” 

Elisha Goodwin thought we were joking with him about having 
plenty of water in the well, but he went over to see for himself just 
the same. 

My father sent my sister into the house. 

Elisha Goodwin picked up three or four pebbles and leaned far over 
the well looking down into it and trying to see the water. He dropped 
one of the pebbles into the well and cocked his head sideways, listen* 
ing for the \er-plun\ the stone made when it struck the water. He 
repeated this as long as his pebbles lasted. Then he stood up and 
looked at us. By watching his face we could tell that he was getting 
ready to say something important. 

He stood up looking at us and scratching the top of his head with 
three of his fingers while his hatbrim was held tightly by the other 
two. His chin-whiskers moved up and down faster than I could count. 

“How much is it you’re asking for this place of your’n?” 

My father told him how much we were holding it for. 

“You haven’t closed a deal with anybody yet, have you?” 

“Well, not exactly,” my father stated. “Though Mr. Geroux has 
asked me to give hinj a two-months’ option on the place.” 

“Did you let him have it?” Elisha Goodwin asked hurriedly. 

“I’m to let him know tomorrow about it,” my father said. 

“You come with me to the village,” Elisha Goodwin said. “We’ll 
fix up a sale before sundown. I’m going to buy your place. It’s the 
only farm in the whole gol-darned State that’s got any well-water 
on it.” 

“Are you sure you want to buy it, Mr. Goodwin?” my father asked 
him. “You know the price and terms. It’s six thousand dollars cash.” 

“J don’t give a gol-darn what your terms are. I’m going to pay you 
six thousand dollops in cash for it as soon as you go to the village with 
me and draw up a bill of sale and turn over the deed. I ain’t going 
to let that good-for-nothing Canuck get his hands on the best farm in 
the whole gol-darned country. Come on to the village and get it settled 
right away.” 

Instead of driving to the village in the buggy, he and my father 
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went in our automobile. He left his horse and buggy hitched at our 
barn. They were gone about two hours. 

When they came back, they shook hands with each other and Elisha 
Goodwin drove home at a fast clip. He must have forgotten about his 
horse throwing a shoe. 

My mother came out with my sister and asked us what agreement 
had been made. My father told her all about it. She smiled a little but 
did not say anything just then. While I carried water to the stock and 
while my sister went down into the cellar to get some potatoes for 
supper, they walked across the pasture talking to themselves about 
something they did not want us to overhear. When they came back, 
we all went into the kitchen while supper was cooking. 

“Well, we are moving back to Virginia next week,” my father told 
us, smiling at my mother. “As soon as we can pack everything we 
want to take with us we Ye leaving.” 

He called my sister to him and lifted her on his knee. He stroked 
her curls absent-mindedly several times. 

“Louise,” he smiled at her, “tell me: are you a little Virginia girl, or 
are you a little New Englander?” 

My sister answered without a moment’s hesitation. 

“I’d rather be a little Virginia lady.” 

“But your mother is a damyankee — don’t you want to be like her?” 

He always smiled to himself when he called my mo* her a dam- 
yankee. 

Before my sister could reply, my mother came over where we were 
and lifted her to the floor from my father's lap. 

“Louise, you and Tommy run out into the yard and play until 
supper is ready. Run along, now.” 

We left the kitchen and went out on the porch. Hardly before we 
were down the front steps, we heard two people laughing as though 
they had just seen the funniest thing in the world. We tiptoed to the 
kitchen window and looked in to see what was so funny. Both my 
mother and father were standing in the i addle of the kitchen floor 
holding on to each other and laughing so hard I thought they would 
burst open if they kept it up much longer. 

My sister pulled me by the arm and pointed down the river. The 
sky down there was the blackest I have ever seen. The black clouds 
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were coming closer and closer all the time, like somebody covering 
you with a big black blanket at night. Away down the valley we could 
see the tops of trees bending over so far that many of them broke off 
and fell to the ground. 

“Look!” my sister said, clutching my arm. She was trembling all 
over. “Look!” 

Holding each other tightly by the hand, we ran into the house as 
fast as we could. 
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It is good that every writer should at an early age pro - 
vide himself with a plan. It has been my plan to jot 
down once a year the titles of ten or fifteen stories, and 
then every three or four weekj to write the story called 
for by each successive title on the list. I have found 
such a plan to be far less wearying than the old-fash- 
ioned hit-or-miss method of first writing the story and 
then trying to find, invent, or devise a suitable title 
for it. 
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WAS reading a piece in the Boston paper last night about the 
smartest people in the whole country coming from the State of Maine. 
Said at the time, and I’m still here to say it: you can take your pick 
of any ten men in the whole Union, and I’ll back one Varmonter of 
my own choosing against them any day. Take ten men from any of 
the states you can find them in, and all of them put together won’t 
have the smartness that my lone Varmonter has got. Have lived in the 
State of Maine all my life, ninety-odd years of it, but I’ve always said 
that if you want some smartness you shall have to go to Varmont to 
get it. Varmont is where it comes from. 

Now, you take the farmers. Varmont farmers is that smart they can’t 
keep from making money while the farmers in other places is all losing 
money. And here is why they arc so smart: not so long ago there was 
a Varmont farmer over here, riding around in his big auto having a 
good time and laughing at us farmers here because we hadn’t made 
enough money to retire and maybe take a trip to Florida on, in even 
years. I asked this Varmont farmer how it was he had m. <e so much 
money running a farm. 

And this is what he told me: “Friend,” he said, “the secret of mak- 
ing money out of a farm is this: Sell all you can; what you can’t sell, 
feed to the hogs; what the hogs won’t eat, eat yourself.” 

After he finished telling me that, he drove off laughing in his big 
auto to look at some more Maine farmers working and sweating in 
the fields because they ain’t got sense enough to make money to retire 
on, and maybe take a winter trip to Florida, in even years. 

That sporting farmer wasn’t the first Varmonter I’d known, though. 
I used to know another one when I w. a young man on the 
Penobscot. 

This was a young fellow we called Jake Marks, one of them old- 
time Varmonters who used to come over here to the State of Maine 
driving teams of oxen before the railroads was built across the moun- 
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tains. This Jake Marks was a smart one, if there ever was a Varmonter 
who warn’t. He used to drive his oxen over here hauling freight back 
and forth all the time. It was a long haul in them days, when you stop 
and think how slow them brutes travel, and Jake had a lot of moun- 
tain to cross coming and going. I don’t recall how long it took him 
to make one of his trips, but it was quite a time in them days when 
there warn’t no State roads, only trails wide enough for a yoke of oxen. 

Jake was a real young man at that time, I should say about twenty- 
five, maybe twenty-seven. He warn’t married then, neither. But pretty 
soon he took a liking to a young and handsome filly who cooked his 
meals for him at the house in Bangor where he put up while he was 
changing cargo between trips. She was just the kind of young filly 
that Jake wanted, too. She used to come into the room where he sat 
waiting for his meal and make herself real frisky in his presence. Jake, 
he was tormented something awful by the way she cut up in front of 
him, and he used to have to get up out of his chair sometimes and 
walk real fast around the house three-four times to get control over 
himself. 

But this Jake Marks was a cautious man, and he never undertook a 
deal until he had thought it out a lot beforehand and saw that he had 
everything on his side. Then, when he had thought it all through, he 
turned loose and went 'after whatever it was he wanted like a real Var- 
monter. All them old-time Varmonters was like that, I guess; anyway, 
the ones who used to drive ox-freights over here to the State of Maine 
was, and Jake was just like all the rest of them. 

This young filly of Jake’s got so she pestered him about marrying 
of her all the time he was resting up between trips. Jake, he wanted 
her, all right. That was one thing he was wanting all the time he was 
over here. But Jake, he was taking his own good time about it, I’m 
telling you. He was figuring the thing out like all them Varmonters 
who drove ox-freights did. He had to be real certain that everything 
was on his side before he made any signs. He took the rest of the 
season for figuring the thing out, and he didn’t make motions of a 
move toward the young filly that year at all. 

The next spring when the frost had thawed out of the ground and 
when he could make his first trip of the year over the mountains, 
Jake he called at the house where this young filly stayed and told her 
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to get ready to be married to him when he got back to Bangor on his 
next trip. That suited the young filly first-rate. She had been uneasy 
all winter about Jake, taking too much at heart all the gossip that was 
talked about them Varmont ox-freighters. But when Jake told her to 
get ready for marrying, she knew he would keep his promise righ: 
down to the last letter and come and marry her like he said he would. 

So, Jake he went back to Varmont with his freight, promising to be 
ready to marry the young filly the same day he got back to Bangor 
on his next trip. 

And just as he promised, Jake came back to get married to the 
young filly. He went straight to the house where she stayed, and there 
she was all waiting for him. Jake told her to get ready right away for 
the marriage, and then he went out to find a preacher somewhere. 
When he got hack to the house with the preacher, he called her down 
to the room where all the guests had gathered to see the ceremony 
performed. 

The minute she stepped into the room where Jake and the rest of 
the people was, Jake took one look at the young filly and told her to 
go back upstairs to her room and take off her dress. Well, that was all 
right and proper, because in those days there was a law in the State 
of Maine to the effect that a man could make what was called a shift- 
marriage. That was to say, the man could make the woman take off 
the dress she was wearing while the ceremony was being performed, 
and in that case he could not be held legally responsible ■* ,r her past 
debts and would not have to pay them lor her if he didn't have a 
mind to. Well, Jake he had heard all about this shift-law in Maine, 
and he was taking full advantage of its benefits. That was what he 
had been figuring out all the time he was driving them slow-footed 
oxen back and forth between Bangor and Varmont. Jake, he warn’t 
no man’s fool. Jake, he was a Varmonter. 

After a while Jake’s young filly came downstairs dressed according 
to this here shift-law. She had on what women wore under their 
dresses in those days, and that was all she h. 1 on. But Jake, he warn't 
satisfied, not completely. He told her to go back upstairs and take off 
everything she had on. Jake, he was a hard-headed ox-frcighter from 
Varmont, all right. He had figured all this out while he was driving 
them slow-footed oxen back and forth across the mountains. 

H* 
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In a little while his young filly came into the room again where Jake 
and the preacher and all the guests was, and she didn't have nothing 
on, except that she had a bedsheet wrapped around her, which was a 
good thing, I tell you. She was a handsome-looking filly if there ever 
was one. 

They all got ready again for the ceremony, the preacher telling them 
where to stand and what to say to the questions he was getting ready 
to ask them. Then, just when they was beginning to get married, Jake 
he told his young filly to drop the bedsheet on the floor. Now, Jake 
he warn't taking no chances over here in the State of Maine. That 
shift-law said that if a woman was married without her dress on, her 
husband couldn’t be held liable for her past debts, and Jake he figured 
that if the young filly didn’t have nothing at all on her, there wouldn’t 
be a chance in the whole world for to dun him for what she might 
owe, while if she had clothes on that he didn’t know the true and 
legal names of, a storekeeper might try to say her underclothes was 
her overdress. Jake, he was thinking that he might by chance get 
cheated out of his rights to the full benefits of the shift-law if he didn’t 
take-care, and Jake he warn’t after taking no chances whatsoever over 
here in the State of Maine when he was so far away from Varmont. 
He was as cautious where he sat his foot as the next ox-freighter from 
Varmpnt. 

“Drop the bedsheet on the floor,” Jake he told the young filly again. 

The young filly was getting ready to turn loose the bedsheet and let 
it drop on the floor like Jake told her to do, when the preacher he 
grabbed the bedsheet and held to it tight around her so she wouldn’t 
show none of her naked self to him and Jake and the rest of the people 
in the house. 

“No! No! No!” he yelled, getting red in the face and shaking his 
head at Jake. “That won’t do, my man — that won’t do at all! That 
would be indecent here before all of us! That can’t be done! I’ll never 
allow it!” 

But the preacher he didn’t know Jake Marks. Jake was one of them 
Varmont ox-freighters, and he was as hard-headed about what he 
wanted as the next one to come along. Jake, he told the young filly 
again to drop the bedsheet on the floor, and to drop it quick if she 
wanted to get married. 
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The handsome young filly was getting ready to let go of it like Jake 
said to, because she was that crazy about Jake she would have stood 
on her head right then and there if Jake had told her to do it, but just 
when she was getting ready to let go of it, the preacher he grabbed the 
bedsheet again and held it fast with both hands. 

The preacher started in trying to argue with Jake about it being 
indecent for the handsome young filly to stand there naked while she 
was being married, but Jake he had his head set on getting the full 
benefits of the shift-law and he wouldn’t give in an inch. 

Then the preacher said he warn’t going to perform the ceremony if 
that was what Jake was set on doing, and Jake he told the preacher 
he warn’t going to get married at all without the bedsheet being 
dropped on the floor so that none of the cloth was touching the young 
filly. 

Everybody got excited when Jake said that, and the people talked 
back and forth for an hour or more, arguing first on Jake’s side, be- 
cause they knew the law on the books, and then on the preacher’s side, 
because they realized how it might upset the preacher if the handsome 
young filly stood there naked like Jake was set on having her do. The 
young filly didn’t care which way the ceremony was done, just so long 
as Jake married her. She was willing to drop the bedsheet for Jake the 
minute the preacher let her. She was all excited about getting mar- 
ried, just like Jake had been all the time. 

After a while the preacher gave in to Jake just a little. Ic saw what 
a fool he was, trying to argue with a Varmont ox-freighter. 

“If she’ll go inside the closet and shut the door so nobody can see 
her nakedness, I’ll perform the ceremony,” the preacher told Jake. 

“That’s all right by me,” Jake said, “but I’ll be compelled to have 
some witnesses on my side in case anybody tries to dispute me about 
us being married under the shift-law or not.” 

They finally settled that part when the preacher agreed to allow two 
of the older women to go in the closet with the young filly, just to 
make sure that everything was done in a Vgal manner. The preacher 
he didn’t like to have Jake going in a closet with the naked filly, but 
he was pretty well worn out by that time after arguing for nearly two 
hours with a Varmont ox-freighter, and he said he would have to 
allow Jake to go in the closet, too. 
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Jake went in the closet where the filly and the two older women 
were. 

“Now, you just look once, Jake,” the preacher said, shaking his head 
back and forth, “and then you shut your eyes and keep them shut.” 

Jake was in the closet saying something to the young filly, but no- 
body in the room could hear what it was. The preacher he reached 
over and made a bit of a crack in the door while he was marrying 
them so he could hear their answers to the questions. And all that time 
Jake he was in there striking matches to make sure that the young 
filly was not putting the bedsheet on again, and to be certain that he 
was getting the full benefits of the shift-law. 

When it was all done, the preacher he took the money Jake handed 
him and went off home without waiting to see what shape the young 
and handsome filly was in when the closet door was opened. When 
they came out into the room, the bedsheet was all twisted up into a 
knot; Jake handed it to her, and she didn’t lose no time in getting 
upstairs where her clothes were. Jake he had told her to hurry and get 
dressed, because he wanted to get started with his ox-freight back to 
Varmont. 

They started home to Varmont right away, the handsome young 
filly all dressed up in her wedding clothes and sitting on top of the 
freight-cargo while Jake he walked along beside the wagon bellowing 
at the oxen. 

When Jake came back to Bangor on his next trip, a storekeeper tried 
to present him a bill for a hundred and forty dollars. The storekeeper 
told Jake that the young filly had bought a lot of dresses and things 
just before she got married, and he wanted to know if Jake had mar- 
ried her under the shift-law. 

Jake just laughed a little, and started unloading his cargo. 

“Well, was you married that way, or the other way?” the store- 
keeper asked him. 

“You tell me this first,” Jake said, “and then I’ll answer your ques- 
tion. Does the State of Maine have a shift-law on the books?” 

“Well, yes; but the shift-law says that the woman has to ” 

“Never mind about explaining it to me,” Jake said. “If the shift-law 
is on the statute books, then that’s the law I married her with.” 
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One of the principal objects in appending these com- 
ments to the stories in this volume is to save time for 
both reader and author. It will not now be necessary 
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the calcium content of his fictional characters has in 
any way been increased by his understanding of the 
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During the last week of April nobody with any sense at all 
would have gone out and deliberately set fire to a hay field. There 
had been no rainfall since the March thaw and the country was as dry 
as road dust in midsummer. The farmers who had fields that needed 
burning over were waiting for a heavy shower of rain to come and 
soak the ground thoroughly before they dared begin the spring firing. 

Carl Abbott had been in the habit of burning over his fields the last 
week of April for the past thirty years and he said that he was not 
going to start that late in his life letting his new crop hay be ruined 
by raspberry bushes and gray birch seedlings if he knew anything 
about it. The people in the town thought he was merely talking to 
himself again to make himself heard, and that he really had the good 
sense to keep fire away from dry grass until a hard rain had come. 
Carl was always talking about the way he stuck to his lifelong habits, 
and people never paid much attention to him any more, anyway. 

It was late in the afternoon when Carl got ready to fire the field on 
the north side of his farm. He carried two buckets of wr f r with him, 
and a broom, and went up the side road to the north fit 

When he reached the gate, he saw Jake Thompson come driving 
down the backroad. Carl tried to get through the gate and behind the 
stonewall before Jake saw him, but he could not hide himself quickly 
enough because of the two buckets of water he was carrying, and his 
wooden leg. 

“Hey there!” Jake called, whipping up his horse. “What you doing 
in that hay field?” 

Carl waited until Jake drove up to the gap in the wall. He put the 
buckets down and leaned against the bro. n handle. 

“I’m standing here looking at you,” Carl told him. “But I’m already 
tired of doing that, and so now Im going in here and fire my hay 
field.” 

“Why! you damned old fool,” Jake said, “don’t you know that you'll 

397 



398 


THE GRASS FIRE 


burn up your whole farm if you do that now? Feel that wind — it'll 
carry flame down across that meadow and into that woodlot before 
you know which way to look. Nobody with any sense would fire a 
hay field until after a good heavy rain comes and soaks the ground.’* 

“I didn’t ask for the loan of any of your advice,” Carl said. 

“And I don’t generally pass it around to every damn fool I meet, 
either,” Jake said, “but I hate to have to sit here and see a man burn 
up all he’s got and ever will have. The town’s not going to raise money 
to waste on supporting you. There’s too many just like you living on 
the town already.” 

“Guess I can live on the town if I’ve a mind to. Been paying taxes 
for thirty years and more.” 

“If it was left up to me,” Jake said, “I’d dig a big hole in the ground 
and cover you up in it. And I’m man enough left to do it, too.” 

Carl stooped over and picked up the water buckets. 

“Didn’t you hear about that grass fire over in the east part of town 
day before yesterday?” Jake asked. “A man over there set fire to hi* 
hay field and it got loose from him and burned up his wife.” 

“That’s nothing to concern me,” Carl said. “Haven’t got a wife, and 
never felt the need for one. It’s people with wives who do all the fool 
things in the world, -anyway.” 

“Guess you're right about that,” Jake said. “I was about to let it 
slip my mind that your daddy had a wife.” 

Carl turned around with the water buckets and walked a dozen 
yards out into the field. The dead grass was almost waist high, and 
it cracked and waved in the wind like chaff in a hay barn. Each time 
Carl took a step in the dead grass a puff of dust rose up behind him 
and blew away in the wind. Carl was beginning to believe that Jake 
was right after all. He had not realized how dry the country really 
was. 

Jake drove his.-horse and buggy to the side of the road and crossed 
his legs. He sat back to wait and see how big a fool Carl Abbott 
really was. 

“If you go and fire that hay field, you’d better go take out some 
insurance on your stock and buildings. They won’t be worth a dime 
otherwise; though I guess if I was hard put to it, I could give you a 
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dollar for the ashes, including yours. They’d make the finest kind of 
top dressing for my potato field this year.” 

“If you’ve got any business of your own, why don’t you go and 
attend to it?” Carl said. “Didn’t invite you to stay here.” 

“By God, I pay just as many taxes for the upkeep of the town’s 
roads as you do, Carl Abbott. Shall stand here until I get good and 
ready to go somewhere else.” 

Carl always said something or did something to make Jake angry 
whenever they got within sight or hearing distance of each other. 

Jake crossed his legs again and snapped the leaves off a birch seed- 
ling with his horse whip. 

The wind was coming down from the northeast, but it shifted so 
frequently that nobody could have determined its true direction. In the 
month of April there was no way of finding out which way the wind 
was blowing. Jake had said that in April the wind came in all direc- 
tions, except straight up, and that if man were to dig a hole in the 
ground it would come that way, too. 

Carl stooped over in the grass and struck a match on the seat of his 
pants. He held the flame close to a tuft of grass and weathered it with 
his hands. 

The flame flared up so quickly and so suddenly that it jumped up 
through his arms and singed his whiskers before he could get out of 
the way. The wind was true in the cast just then, and it ' 'as blowing 
at about thirty miles an hour. The flame died down almost as sud- 
denly as it had flared up, and a column of white smoke coiled straight 
upw ird for a few feet before it was caught in the wind and carried 
down over the meadow. The fire was smoldering in the dead grass, 
and the white smoke showed that it was feeding on the crisp dry tufts 
that grew around the stems like powder puffs. A hay field could never 
be burned over completely if it were not for the small coils of grass 
that curled in tufts close to the ground. When the tufts blazed, the 
long waist-high stems caught and burned through. Then the tall grass 
fell over as if it were being mown with a cythe, and the fire would 
be under way, feeding itself far faster than any number of men could 
have done. 

Jake Thompson watched the white smoke boil and curl in the air. 
He saw Carl walk over to one of the buckets and souse the broom 
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in the water, taking all the time he wished. Then he went back to the 
fire and stood looking at it smolder in the tufts. 

A fairly new, well-sewn house broom and a pail or two of water 
was the finest kind of fire-fighting equipment in a hay field. But 
farmers who burned over hay fields rarely undertook such a task with- 
out having three or four men to help keep the fire under control. Six 
men who knew how to souse a broom in a bucket of water at the 
proper time, keeping it sufficiently wet so the broom-straw would not 
catch on fire, could burn over the largest hay field in the state. Water 
alone would not even begin to put out a grass fire; it was the smoth- 
ering of the flame with the broad side of the broom that kept it from 
spreading. But nobody with any sense at all would have thought of 
firing a field that year until a rain had come and made the ground 
moist and dampened the grass tufts. Under those conditions a field 
would have burned so slowly that one man could have kept it under 
control. 

Jake knew that Carl did not have a chance in the world of being 
able to check that fire once it had got under way. 

The white smoke was boiling upward in a column the size of a 
barrel-head by that time. The wind had shifted again, circling around 
Carl’s back and blowing down across the meadow from a npw angle. 
The grass tops bowed under the force of the wind, and the wind was 
changing so frequently that it kept the field waving first in one and 
then in some other direction. Carl looked around and overhead as if 
by that he were doing something that would cause the wind to die 
down into a breeze. 

Jake crossed his legs again and waited to see what was going to 
happen next. Carl Abbott was without doubt the biggest fool he had 
ever known. 

Suddenly the flames shot into the air higher than Carl’s head and 
began leaping across the field towards the meadow like a pack of red 
foxes let loose. G#rl jumped backward, stumbling, and overturning one 
of the buckets of water. The flames bent over under the force of the 
wind until they looked as if they were lying flat on top of the grass. 
That made the field burn even faster still, the leaping flame setting 
fire to the grass quicker than the eye could follow. It had been burn- 
ing no longer than two or three minutes, but in that short time it 
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had spread out into the shape of a quarter cut of pie, and it was grow- 
ing larger and larger each second. Carl ran around in circles, his 
wooden leg sticking into the ground and tripping him with nearly 
every step. He would have to stop every step or two and take both 
hands to pull the wooden peg out of the ground. 

“Hey there, Carl Abbott !” Jake shouted at him above the roar of 
the burning grass. “What in hell are you doing out there! Get away 
from that fire!” 

Carl heard Jake but he paid no attention to what he said. He was 
trying to beat out the fire with his wet broom, but his work was not 
checking the flames in any direction. He was so excited that, instead 
of beating at the flames, most of the time he was holding the broom 
in the fire, and hitting the water buckets with his wooden leg. The 
broom caught on fire, and then he did not know which way to turn. 
When he did succeed in hitting at the fire with the broom, as fast as 
he smothered one tuft of grass it caught fire again almost immediately. 
In the meantime two or three fresh ones blazed up beside it. 

“Come out of there, you damn fool!” Jake shouted at him. “You’ll 
be cooked and ready to cat if you don't get out of that fire!” 

Carl’s hat had fallen off and had already burned into a handful of 
gray ashes. His whiskers were singed close to his face, making him 
appear at a distance as if he had had a shave, and his peg leg was 
charred. If he had stood still all the time he would not h*ve been hurt, 
because the fire would have burned away from him; but Lari ran right 
into the hottest part of it, almost out of sight in the smoke and flame. 
His woolen pants were smoking, his coat was dropping off in smoking 
pieces, and a big black circle was spreading on his shirt where a spark 
had ignited the blue cotton cloth. 

Jake jumped out of his buggy and ran into the hay field calling 
Carl. He could not sit there and see a man burn himself alive, even if 
the man was Carl Abbott. 

He grabbed Carl and dragged him away from the flame and threw 
him down on the ground where the grass had already burned over. 
Carl’s wooden leg was burned completely through, and as he fell to 
the ground it broke off in half. All that was left of it was a charred 
pointed stub about six or eight inches long. Carl had made the peg 
himself, and, instead of using oak as Jake had advised him to do, he 
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had made it out of white pine because, he said, it would be lighter to 
carry around. Jake dragged him by the collar to the gap in the stone- 
wall and dumped him in the road. Carl tried to stand up, forgetting 
the burned-off peg, and he tumbled over into the drain ditch and lay 
there helplessly. 

(< You would go ahead and act like a damn fool, after all, wouldn’t 
you?” Jake said. “It's a pity I didn't let you stay out there and make 
ashes. They would have been worth more than you are alive. Meat 
ashes make the finest kind of dressing for any kind of crop.” 

Carl sat up and looked through the gap in the stonewall at the 
smoking hay field. The fire line had already reached the woodlot, and 
flame was beginning to shoot from the top of the pines and hemlocks. 
Two hundred yards farther away were Carl’s buildings. He had a 
team of horses in the barn, and a cow. There would be no way in the 
world to save them once the fire had reached the barn and caught the 
dry hay. 

Jake tossed Carl a stick and watched him hobble the best he could 
down the road towards his house and buildings. 

“What are we going to do?” he begged Jake. “We can’t let my 
stock and buildings burn up, too.” 

“What we?” Jake said. “You and who else? You’re not talking to 
me, because I’m having nothing to do with all this mess. I told you 
what not to do when you came up here a little while ago, but you 
were so damn smart I couldn't get anything through your head. That’s 
why I’m having nothing at all to do with all this mess.” 

Carl protested feebly. He tried to get up and run down the road, 
but he fell each time he attempted to stand up. 

“Why! do you think I’d have people saying that they passed your 
place and saw me helping you put out a grass fire when nobody with 
any sense at all would ever have started one in this kind of weather? 
People in this town know I don’t associate with crazy men. They 
know me better than that. That’s why I don’t want them to think I’ve 
lost my mind and gone plumb crazy with you.” 

Carl opened his mouth, but Jake had not finished. 

“I wouldn’t even spit on a blade of witch-grass now if I thought it 
would help check that fire you started. Why! the townspeople woiild 
think I had a hand in starting it, if 1 went and helped you check it. 
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Nobody would believe me if I tried to tell them I begged you not to 
fire your field in the beginning, and then went right out and helped 
you fight it. The townspeople have got better sense than to believe a 
tale like that. They know I wouldn’t do a fool thing like you went 
and did. They know that I have better sense than to go out and start 
a fire in a hay field when it hasn’t rained yet this spring. I’m no fool, 
Carl Abbott, even if it does appear that I’m associating with one now.” 

“But you can’t let my stock and buildings burn up,” Carl said. “You 
wouldn’t do that, would you, Jake? I’ve been a fair and honest friend 
of yours all my life, haven’t I, Jake? And didn’t I cast my vote for 
you when you wanted to be road commissioner?” 

“So I can't, can’t I? Well, you just stand there and watch me try to 
save your stock and buildings! And this is no time to be talking poli- 
tics, either. Wouldn’t help you, anyway, not after the way you did 
there in that hay field. 1 told you not to go and fire that field, and 
you went right ahead like a damn fool and struck a match to it, just 
as if I had been talking to myself away over in another part of town. 
No! I’m not going to do anything about it— except talk. When the 
townspeople ask me how your farm and buildings came to catch on 
fire and burn up your stock and woodlot, I’ll tell them you fired it.” 

Carl found a heavier stick and hobbled down the road towards his 
house and buildings. The fire had already run through the woodlot by 
that time, and, as they came around the bend in the roa^ flame was 
licking at the house and barn. 

Jake walked behind Carl, coming down the road, and led his horse 
instead of riding in the buggy. He watched Carl try to run, and he 
thought once of putting him into the buggy, but he did not like the 
idea of doing that. Townspeople would say he was riding Carl around 
in his horse and buggy while the stock and buildings burned up. 

When they got closer to the house, the roof was ablaze, and the barn 
was smoking. The hay in there was dry, and it looked as if it would 
burst into flame any second. Carl hobbled faster when he saw his build- 
ings burning. 

“Help me get my stock out, Jake,” he begged. “You won’t let my 
stock burn up, will you, Jake?” 

Jake tied his horse to a tree beside the road and ran across the yard 
to the barn. He could not stand there and see a team of horses and 
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a cow burn alive, even if they did belong to Carl Abbott. He ran to 
the barn and jerked open the stall doors. 

An explosion of smoke, dust, and flame burst into his face, but the 
two horses and the cow bounded out the moment the stall doors were 
thrown open. The horses and cows ran across the yard and leaped over 
the brush by the roadside and disappeared into the field on the other 
side. 

Jake knew it was a stroke of chance that enabled him to save the 
stock, because if the horses and cow had been farther in the barn, 
nothing could have induced them to leave it. The only way they could 
have been saved would have been to blindfold them and lead them 
out, and there would have been no time for that. The flame had 
already begun to reach the stalls. 

Carl realized by that time that there was no chance of saving any- 
thing else. He saw the smoke and flame leap through the roof of the 
barn the moment that Jake had opened the stall doors. He felt ter- 
ribly sick all over. 

Jake went over to the tree and untied his horse. He climbed into the 
buggy and sat down. Carl stood looking at his burning buildings, and 
he was trying to lean on the big stick he had found up the backroad. 

Jake whipped up his horse and started home. Carl turned around 
and saw him leave, but he had nothing to say. 

“Whoa!” Jake said to his horse, pulling on the reins. He turned 
around in the buggy seat and called to Carl. “Well, I guess you’ll have 
better sense than to do a thing like that again, won’t you ? Next time 
maybe you will be anxious to take some advice.” 

Carl glared at Jake, and turned with nothing to say to stand and 
watch the fire. Then suddenly he shouted at Jake. 

“By God, the hay field is burned over, ain’t it?” he said, hobbling 
away. “Well, that’s what I set out to do at the start.” 

Jake whipped up his horse and started for home. When he looked 
back for the la* time, he saw Carl whittling on a pole. Carl had cut 
down a young pine and he was trimming it to replace the peg that 
had burned off in the hay field. He wished to make the new one out 
of oak, but oak was the kind of wood that Jake had told him to use 
in the first place. 
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No one in the village had ever heard of a wood-turning mill called 
the Yankee Dowel Company when the stranger asked to be directed 
to it. He said he was positive the plant was in the town of Liverpool, 
because he had a letter in his pocket with the postmark on it and the 
name and address of the company printed on the letter-head. There 
were six or seven mills of that kind in the town, the largest being over 
in East Liverpool and owned by Walt Brown. 

“Who signed the letter you got there?” Nate Emmonds asked him. 

“A man by the name of Brown,” he said, looking at the letter again. 
“Walter J. Brown.” 

“Walt Brown, eh?" Nate said, glancing around at the men in the 
store. “Walt Brown signed the letter, and he calls himself the Yankee 
Dowel Company. I wonder what he could be up to now?” 

A knowing wink passed from man to man around the stove. 

“He used to be the Eastern Barrel Hoop Corporation,” someone 
said, slapping his hands on his knees and having a good laugh with 
the other men, “but I ain’t heard much about that corp'Ttion since 
wooden flour-barrels went out of use. Walt’s been doing k durndest 
trying to sell me a load of barrel-hoops to stake tomato-plants with. 
He thinks up the queerest notions to get rid of his hoops of any man 
I ever saw. Who ever heard of staking tomato-plants with barrel- 
hoops, anyhow?” 

It was several minutes before the crowd stopped laughing at Walt. 
He had been up to some crazy schemes in his lifetime. Only a month 
or two before that, he was all excited over a plan of his to make a 
new kind of wooden clothes-pin at his mill. Now there was something 
else up his sleeve. The trouble with Walt \ ;s he was always letting 
somebody get the better of him when it came to business deals. He 
got along all right as long as he stuck to his lumber business, but 
whenever he tried to branch out into fancy woodwork he was always 
licked from the start. Everybody thought he had learned his lesson 
c* 407 
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after losing a lot of money in the barrel-hoop deal, and believed that 
he would stick to his planing and stop trying to get rich by taking up 
fancy doweling. Apparently, though, he was going in for it again. 

“Sure,” Nate said, “I know Walt Brown. But what's your name, 
and what do you want to see him for?” 

The man looked at Nate and then at the crowd around the stove 
before he said anything. He knew the men would not tell him how 
to find the mill until he told them his name and business. 

“I’m Bullock,” he said, “from over at # The Falls. I buy and sell 
wooden products.” 

Androscoggin Falls was a town forty-five miles northeast of Liver- 
pool. There were several shoe-factories there, with a dozen or more 
mills turning out wooden products of various kinds. 

Nate slapped his hands on his knees and winked at the men 
around him. 

“So you're a Bullock from over at The Falls, eh? I don't guess you 
give milk then, do you?” 

Everybody in the store broke out laughing again. The man from 
The Falls could not keep from laughing either. 

“No,” he said, suddenly getting red in the face and looking angry. 
“No, I don't give milk, but I'm a damn hard butter when I get wild 
and loose.” 

The crowd took it all in without a sign. The men knew Nate had 
run up against a man every bit as sharp-witted as he was. Nate looked 
at Bullock very hard for a moment, but he had nothing to say to that 
answer. 

“Come on outside,” Nate told him, “and I’ll show you how to find 
Walt Brown’s mill.” 

When they were out in the street, Nate offered him some smoking to- 
bacco and admired his automobile. It was not long before both of them 
were laughing and telling each other jokes. 

Bullock said finally that he was in a hurry to find the mill and get 
back to The Falls. Nate told him to take the upper lake road three 
miles to East Liverpool. Walt’s mill was at the end of the lake where 
the State road crossed the stream. 

It did not take him long to go the three miles in his car. When he 
reached East Liverpool, he walked into the mill and found Walt oper- 
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ating one of the wood-turning machines. There were five or six other 
men working in the plant with him. 

“You’re Walter Brown, aren’t you?” Bullock asked him. 

“I’m the one,” Walt said. “What do you want?” 

“I’m Bullock, from over at The Falls. You sent me some prices on 
cider-jug handles last week. I came over to talk business with you.” 

Walt brightened up immediately. He shut off the machine he was 
running and took Bullock to his office in the house across the street. 

“That’s a fairly good price you gave me on fifty gross,” Bullock said. 
“I’ve got a chain store begging for some right away, so if I were to 
double that number could you shade the price a little?” 

“Well, I guess maybe I can,” Walt said. “And I guess maybe we 
can do business together.” 

Walt was very much excited over the prospect of getting a big order 
for wooden handles. When he had sent Bullock the quotation the 
week before, he had not expected it to amount to anything. Some 
people said his prices were too high, and that his plant was too far 
away from the railroad for him to get much business without offering 
f. o. b. shipments like the rest of the mill men. It cost a lot of money 
to truck twenty-seven miles to the depot. 

Bullock signed the order for a hundred gross of the jug handles and 
gave Walt shipping directions. He knew he would have to pay truck- 
ing costs in addition to the freight, but he had figured all that into the 
cost before he left The Falls. Even then he was getting the handles 
cheaper than ever before, and he was pleased with Walt’s price. The 
wooden jug handles had been costing him from fifty to seventy-five 
cents more a gross from the mills at The Falls. 

When he was about to leave, he happened to see a stack of barrel- 
hoops in the mill. He asked Walt if he turned out hoops too. Walt 
explained that it was some left-over stock he had been unable to sell 
because people had stopped buying flour in barrels as they used to and 
bought it now in sacks instead. 

Bullock went in and looked the lot over. Walt watched him break 
one of the hoops over his knee to inspect the grain in the wood. Bul- 
lock’s business was dealing in wooden products on commission, but 
he had not had a hoop to pass through his hands in more than three 
years. 
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“I can’t do anything with barrel-hoops either, these days, but I’U tell 
you one thing I’ve never been able to get enough of.” 

“What’s that?” Walt asked quickly. 

“Blueberry crates,” he said. “I can’t get enough of them. I could have 
sold five hundred only last week to a man over in New Hampshire if 
I could have got my hands on some. The blueberry-crate business is 
better this year than it ever has been. Everybody wants crates this year 
to ship berries to market.” 

Walt thought a while about blueberry crates and walked around in 
circles. He had made almost everything in wooden products during 
his lifetime, but a blueberry crate was one thing he had never thought 
of. He knew he could do it, though, because his machines would turn 
out practically anything. 

“I can make blueberry crates,” he said. 

“If you can make delivery of them by the end of this month I can 
use them,” Bullock said. “I’ll pay the ruling price on them at the time 
you make delivery, too. That’s a better deal for you than setting a price 
beforehand, because the market will be up when the season opens. I’ll 
take as many as you can get out in that time, too. But they’ll have to 
be ready before the end of the month, because after 'that the season 
will be too far advanced.” 

Walt went to his office to get an order-blank for Bullock to sign, but 
when he came back to the mill Bullock had gone. Walt did not like 
that, because he never wanted to make up an order when it hadn’t 
been signed for in advance. In that case he could not bring suit to col- 
lect if the man refused to take the lot. But Bullock looked all right, 
and he talked as if he meant to take them. In the matter of blueberry 
crates a signed order did not mean much anyway, because if a man 
decided to cancel an order all he had to do was to claim the crates 
were not up to standard specifications. 

Walt went ahead with his plans for making the crates anyway. But 
first he started getting out the wooden jug-handles and had his men 
begin work on them right away. They would finish that job in a few 
days, and in the meantime they could begin getting the machines 
ready for the crates. 

He. went to the village the next morning to buy some nails with 
’which to put the crates together. He had made a sample crate the 
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night before, and with the weight of the nails he used he had figured 
out an estimate for the entire lot. 

When he reached the village he went to Pat Hobb’s store and told 
Pat he wanted some crate nails. Pat talked a while about the road 
money, and how it was being wasted by putting in a gravel fill by the 
North Schoolhouse. Walt was on the town road commission but he 
did not have much to say. He was in a hurry for the nails so he could 
get back to the mill. 

Pat went over to the keg and picked it up. There were not more 
than ten pounds of nails in it. 

“How many do you want?” he asked Walt. 

“How many have you got?” 

“About eight to ten pounds, maybe twelve.” 

“I want all of those, and I’ll need a lot more besides.” 

“But I can’t sell you all I've got, Walt. Suppose somebody else came 
in and said they wanted some?” 

“Good God, I can't help that,” Walt said. “You’ve got them to sell, 
ain’t you? Well, sell them to me. I’m the one that wants to buy them/ 

“I couldn’t do that, Walt,” Pat said, putting the keg on the flooi 
again, “I wouldn’t have none left if 1 sold them all to you.” 

“Good God,” said Walt, “ain’t you in the selling business? What 
do you keep stofc for if it ain’t to sell?” 

“I know, but somebody ” 

“Good God, Pat, don’t make me mad. You can get some more nails, 
can’t you? I'll want a lot more myself before I’m done buying. Why, 
do you know how many blueberry crates I'm going to make?” 

“No,” Pat said. “How many?” 

“Ten thousand.” 

“Ten thousand blueberry crates?” 

“That’s what I said.” 

“Good God, Walt, that’s a heap of blueberry crates. I never heard 
of a man making ten thousand of them before. What are you going 
to do with them?” 

Walt did not know just then, himself. When he had said ten thou- 
sand it was done to impress Pat, so he could get all the nails he 
wanted, but when he began to think it over he was not sure that But 
lock could take that many. It would take a lot of quart baskets of blue- 
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berries to fill that many crates, and there were other mills making 
crates too. But Walt knew he could never back down now. Pat would 
tell Nate Emmonds about it, and that would make Nate take back a 
lot of the things he had been saying about Walt and his wooden- 
products business. 

‘Tve got an order from Bullock over at The Falls for that many. 
Maybe more, too.” 

Pat remembered Bullock’s coming into the store and asking for 
Walt a few days before that. He would tell Nate about the big num- 
ber of crates Walt was making as soon as he came into the store again. 

“I’ll take what nails you got there, Pat,” Walt said. “And I'll be 
back in a few days for a lot more. I’ll need a pile of nails to put all 
those crates together.” 

“All right,” Pat agreed, “you can take them. But I know I ain’t doing 
best. Somebody will be sure to come in and ask for crate nails and I 
won’t have none at all.” 

“You order some right away. I’ll be in again soon for two or three 
kegs full.” 

Walt went back to the mill and got to work on the crates. The 
wooden handles for the cider and vinegar jugs would be ready by the 
end of the next day.-After he got them off to Bullock he could put all 
his men to work on the crates. 

Everybody in town had heard about the large number of blueberry 
crates Walt was going to make, and by the middle of the following 
day men began coming in to ask Walt for a job helping make them. 
Walt took on fifteen new men and went to work. By the end of the 
week they were turning crates out at the rate of a thousand a day. 
The stack in the millyard got higher and higher, and it was not long 
before crates were piled twenty feet high in every available place. 

The piles of crates attracted the attention of a man passing through 
East Liverpool his car late Tuesday afternoon of the following 
week. He stopped, turned around, and drove back to the mill where 
Walt was. Walt was jtoo busy to stop work. 

“What kind of crates are those?” he asked Walt. 

“Blueberry,” Walt said without turning around. 

If you had said raspberry, I couldn’t have told the difference. Rasp- 
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berry crates are exactly like those. And I ought to know, because rasp- 
berry crates is my business.” 

“What do you want?” Walt asked him. “I can't waste time talking 
when I’ve got work to do.” 

“I want to buy those crates,” the man said. “I had just started on a 
buying trip to get raspberry crates for my customers. I buy and sell 
wooden products on commission, and if you’ll meet my offer halfway 
we can do business. I’ll take all the crates you’ve got and haul them 
away in my own trucks starting tomorrow. You’ll sell them to me, 
won’t you?” 

“Nope,” Walt said, “I won’t sell them to you. And those ain’t rasp- 
berry crates, either — them are blueberry crates. And anyway, they are 
already bargained for. I’m making them on order.” 

Walt could not understand why the man called them raspberry 
crates. If he had learned the business of making crates before he 
jumped into it, he would have known that blueberry crates had to 
be made up in bundles because most of them were shipped several 
hundred miles down East on the coast, while raspberry crates were 
usually nailed together at the time they were made because they were 
used in this section of the State and it was cheaper and a saving of 
time to truck them to the fields directly from the mills. A distance of 
fifty miles was all that was necessary at times to change the name and 
use of a crate. 

“This is the first time 1 ever saw blueberry crates put together at 
the mill. All the blueberry people I know want the parts shipped to 
them in bundles, and then they knock the crates together right in the 
fields where ” 

“When you’ve been in the wooden-products business for as long a 
time as ” 

“Then you’re not going to sell me those raspberry crates even if 
I ” 

“These blueberry crates arc already bargained for. And if they was 
raspberry crates I wouldn’t sell ” 

“I’ve got to be going,” the man said. “I can’t waste my time stand- 
ing here talking all day to a blundering fool.” 

“If you don’t get going I’ll have to waste some of my time looking 
for a piece of fo’ur-by-four to start you off with.” 



414 TEN THOUSAND BLUEBERRY CRATES 

The man knew he could never persuade Walt to sell the crates, no 
matter what name he called them by, so he went back to his car and 
drove away. He had been dealing with mill men in that section of the 
State for thirty years, and he knew that whenever one of them talked 
as Walt did there was never anything but time and temper lost in 
trying to buy something from him. 

Two days before the crates would be finished, Walt wrote Bullock 
a letter telling him when they would be ready and asking for shipping 
instructions. 

Bullock drove over from The Falls the same day he received Walt’s 
letter. He did not know what to do with the crates just then, because 
the season would be over in another week or two. But he figured that 
Walt would have only two or three or, at the most, five hundred crates, 
and he could take them to The Falls and carry them over to the next 
season and still make a good profit. 

When he reached East Liverpool and saw the millyard, he almost 
had a heart-attack. He had never seen so many blueberry crates in al! 
his life, and he had been dealing in them for twenty years. 

When he had first talked to Walt about making crates, he had no 
idea Walt intended making them, at least not in such quantities, and 
he was certain he had not signed an order for them. But he wanted 
to continue getting wooden jug-handles at the good price Walt had 
made him. There was no other mill in the whole State that would sell 
handles to him at that figure. Bullock knew if he told Walt he had 
not ordered the crates, Walt would be angry about it and perhaps re- 
fuse to sell him any more cider-jug handles. 

Before Walt came out of the mill, Bullock had a few minutes to 
think about what he was going to say. He knew it would ruin him 
to take that many blueberry crates merely to please Walt. 

Walt came out of the mill and met Bullock at his car. Bullock was 
sitting on the running-board looking at the crates in the millyard 
stacked higher tfian the buildings themselves. 

“Well, Bullock,” Walt said, shaking his hand, “they’re ready. The 
last durn one of them. There’s ten thousand waiting for you. 1 

“Ten thousand!” Bullock gasped. “Ten thousand what?” 

“Crates, man— blueberry crates.” 

“Ten thousand blueberry crates?” 
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“Sure/* Walt said. “When I undertake a job I finish it. I made ten 
thousand of them for you, and I could get out half that many more 
by the end of the week if you want them. I’ve got fifteen extra men 
helping in the mill.” 

“Ten thousand,” Bullock said again, still unable to realize that there 
were that many blueberry crates in the world. 

“What’s your shipping instructions? Where do you want them sent 
— over to The Falls?” 

Bullock rose to his feet and supported himself against the side of his 
automobile. 

“Good God,” he said, wiping his face with the back of his hand. 

“What’s the matter?” Walt asked him. 

“I’m afraid there’s been a mistake,” he said. M A pretty bad mistake, 
too. I guess probably I should have told you about it in the first place, 
because I've found that nearly every mill man in the State makes the 
same mistake when he undertakes to make blueberry crates. And natu- 
rally it’s pretty hard on the mill man.” 

“What do you mean? There ain’t no mistake. You said you wanted 
as many crates as I could make, didn’t you? You said you’d take all I 
made. There ain’t no mistake on my part.” 

“Yes, it’s a bad mistake,” Bullock said, gravely shaking his head 
from side to side. “You see, your business is*in dowels principally, isn’t 
it? And going back to the bottom of things, you are in the lumber 
business. That’s your main business. All this kind of yv.rk making 
crates and hoops and jug handles is a -sort of side-line with you. Well, 
that shows you’re not a blueberry-crate man at all. That’s why you 
didn’t know you were making a mistake. A blueberry-crate man 
would never have done that.” 

“Done what?” Walt begged. “What’s the matter with the crates I 
made?” 

“Your crates are put together. They would have to be knocked down 
and bundled before they would be of any use to me. Why, man, it 
would cost a fortune to truck those empty crates to the depot and ship 
them by freight to my customers all over the State. That many empty 
crates would take up more space than the railroad has got boxcars to 
put them in. That’s the mistake. You’ll have to knock them down be- 
fore I can use them.” 
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u But this other man said he would haul raspberry crates away just 
like they stand now, if ” 

“Good God, man,” Bullock said, “we’re talking about blueberry 
crates. I didn’t say anything about raspberry ” 

“That’s right,” Walt said. “I just got mixed up in what I was 
saying.” 

Walt wished Bullock would go away and leave him alone. He felt 
very cheap there with Bullock, having all those crates on his hands, 
whatever kind they were now. But no matter how hard he tried to 
think his way out of the trouble he was in, he still knew the crates had 
been thrown back on him. If he hired the men to knock the crates 
down and bundle them he would lose at least two or three hundred 
dollars on the deal. He could not afford that. And he knew he could 
not force Bullock to take them, because there was no signed contract. 
He remembered about the pile of barrel-hoops stacked up in the mill, 
too. They had been left on his hands because he nailed them together 
Instead of nailing the ends together they should have been bundled 
and shipped flat. And now there was no market for hoops of any kind. 
Then his mind raced back to the crates. He wished he had asked the 
man who wanted to buy them for raspberry crates to leave his name 
and address. He could ask Bullock to put him in touch with the 
raspbetry-crate man, because Bullock would probably know every 
wooden-products buyer in the State, but Walt didn’t want to do that. 
The other man had been angry when he left, and he would probably 
refuse to have anything to do with Walt after being ordered away 
from the mill. 

“Well, I guess I’ll keep them,” Walt said. “I don’t want to knock 
them down. There wouldn’t be any sense in doing that.” 

“Suit yourself,” Bullock said. “But I can’t use them as they are now. 
They would have to be knocked down and bundled. Now, if I was 
in the raspberry - crate business I could take every one you’ve got. Rasp- 
berry crates 

“These ain’t raspberry crates,” Walt said stiffly. “Them are blueberry 
crates.” 

Walt went back into the mill. Bullock followed him, saying some- 
thing about signing an order for fifty gross of cider-jug handles that 
he wanted added to the first order. Walt brought him an order-blank 
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and watched him fill it in and sign it. The moment Bullock finished 
writing his signature he got into his automobile and started towards 
The Falls as fast as he could. 

When Bullock was out of sight, Walt went to the millyard and 
looked at the stacks of blueberry crates a while. Then he went back 
into the mill and looked at the barrel-hoops. He was wondering what 
Nate Emmonds would say about him this time. 
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The reader is free to supply his own comment. 




JOHN THE INDIAN AND GEORGE HOPKINS 


CjEORGE HOPKINS, who was about ninety years old, died just in 
time to have his grave decorated on Memorial Day. Grace and Jessie, 
his two daughters, buried him on the hilltop behind the house and 
had an iron fence put around the plot. Grace Hopkins, who was sev- 
eral years the older, said she wanted the fence painted red. Jessie, the 
younger one, said it was going to be left just as it was. They argued 
about the fence for two days, and then Grace lost her temper and 
called Jessie ugly names and had the iron fence painted red anyway. 
Jessie took her half of the furniture from the house and moved to 
another part of town. Grace stayed where she was and had another 
coat of red paint put on the fence around George Hopkins’ grave. 

Nobody in the town paid much attention to what the Hopkins girls 
were doing, because the whole Hopkins family had been raising the 
devil for the past twenty years or more. 

George Hopkins had been a selectman ever since anybody could re- 
member and he had always scrapped with sen eone over something. 

First it was over the question whether the I >vn should buy a snow- 
plow and keep the main roads open in winter. He had said “No!” the 
first time, and had kept on saying that at every town meeting. 

“Let the snow be!” he shouted. “God melts it every spring and don’t 
make no charge for it!” 

Another time he was scrapping with one of the boys from the vil- 
lage who wanted to come and sit up evenings with one of his 
daughters. 

“You get the hell away from here, Tom Peek’* son,” he told the 
boy, “and don’t you come back mless you’ve got a marriage license in 
your pocket.” 

George Hopkins had been a mean old scoundrel. 

Friday before Memorial Day, Jessie brought her lawn-mower and 
handscythe and went up the hill to where they had buried her father. 

421 
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She cue the grass with the mower and trimmed the edges of the plot 
where the grass grew against the fence. When she finished, she stuck 
a flag in the center of the mound and tied a wreathe around the 
headstone. 

Grace heard about Jessie going to the grave, so she got her lawn- 
mower and grass-clippers and went up the hill. The plot was in fine 
shape, but Grace went to work and mowed the grass over again and 
clipped around the edges where it grew between the iron palings of 
the fence. She jerked the wreath from the headstone and put one of 
her own making in its place. She pulled up Jessie’s flag and stuck a 
larger one near the headstone and a smaller one near the footstone. 

By nightfall Jessie had heard about Grace’s going to the grave. She 
went over at once to John the Indian’s. John lived by himself and 
wove baskets for sale. 

She told John she wanted him to do some work for her and he 
agreed to help her by the hour. After supper that night he went over 
to Jessie’s. 

She brought John into the house and told him exactly what she 
wanted him to do. Then they went across the pasture to the hill 
where George Hopkins was buried. They carried a pick and shovel 
with them and began to open up the grave as soon as they got there. 
John worked for nearly two hours before he reached the coffin. George 
Hopkins had been buried deep so the frost would not reach him that 
winter. 

It was hard work getting at the casket. There was no light to work 
by and John could not see very well after he had dug three or four 
feet into the ground. When he did get to the coffin, he said he would 
have to open it Up where it was and lift George Hopkins out. It was 
the only thing to do. He could not get the casket out of the hole by 
himself. 

John was a strong Indian and he got the body on top of the ground 
Then he hoisted it on his shoulder and carried it to Jessie’s house 
Jessie came behind, bringing the pick and shovel. 

Jessie told John to lay the body down by the icehouse while she 
looked for a place to dig the new grave. She wanted the grave near 
the house so she could keep watch over it from her window. She stum- 
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bled around in the dark several minutes before deciding where the 
new grave should be. 

“Dig it here,” Jessie said, standing over the place she had decided 
upon. “Come here, John, and dig it here.” 

John spat on his hands and measured of? the grave with the pick- 
handle. 

“George Hopkins a lot of damn trouble,” he grunted, digging away 
in the dark. 

John dug away in the dark. He worked for nearly an hour and then 
struck a ledge of rock. It was as deep as he could go without blasting. 
Jessie found another place for the grave and John started all over 
again. He dug to about the same depth in the ground and struck the 
same ledge. Jessie made him begin a third time, and he hit the ledge 
of rock again. By this time it was getting late. John was tired and 
Jessie said her feet were wet. She said she was afraid of catching cold 
ind pneumonia. John said he was going home. 

“What you do with that?” he asked, pointing toward the icehouse. 
George Hopkins sat propped up against it. 

Jessie said she did not know what to do with it. She asked John 
what could she do with it. 

“I take him home with me tonight and bring him back tomorrow 
night,” he suggested. 

“All right, John,” Jessie said, much relieved. ‘You take it home with 
you and bring it back tomorrow evening after supper.” 

Jessie went into the house and went tc bed. 

John lifted the body on his shoulder and started home at a trot. 
The body was not too heavy for him, but it slipped around on his 
shoulder. It was difficult for him to keep it there. Whenever he grasped 
it tighter it slid away under the suit of clothes as if the skin were loose. 

John got it home though. He laid it on the floor beside his bed and 
went to sleep. 

The next morning, when he got up, he carried it to the kitchen 
while he cooked his breakfast. 

u Want some fried potatoes for eating, George Hopkins?” John 
asked the body he had propped up against the woodbox. 

“Huh, huh,” John chuckled, “George Hopkins, you don’t eat much 
these days ” 
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He went about getting his breakfast. 

“Maybe you want to smoke your pipe, George Hopkins,” John said. 
“Huh, huh, George Hopkins, I got fine tobacco.” 

Grace went to the hilltop that forenoon to see if Jessie had been 
back with another wreath of her own. Grace was determined to take 
them away as fast as Jessie brought them. 

When she reached the top of the hill and saw the pile of fresh earth 
inside the fenced plot, she turned around and ran straight across the 
town to the village as fast as she could. She went straight for a war- 
rant. 

Grace got the warrant and the man to serve it on Jessie. They went 
in a hurry to Jessie’s house. All the doors and windows were locked 
tightly and they could not get in. Jessie heard them banging on the 
door but she would not come out. Grace and the man found the 
graves Jessie and John the Indian had started, but they could not find 
George Hopkins in any of them. 

Grace came back again the next day and looked for the body but 
she could not find it anywhere on the place. Jessie still would not 
come out of the house. 

John was becoming tired of waiting for Jessie to come out of the 
house so they could bury George Hopkins. He did not know what to 
do about it. He waited another two days for her to come out and by 
that time he was sorry he had taken the job to dig a new grave for 
George Hopkins. John’s house was beginning to have a bad odor. 

Early the next morning he went to Jessie’s house and tried to make 
her open the door and tell him what to do. She did not make a sound. 
He knew she was inside because once he saw her looking at him 
from behind a curtain at the window. 

John trotted back to his house and carried the body down to the 
lake and propped it up in a canoe. Then he towed it to the middle 
of the lake with his other canoe. He had some live bait with him and 
a fishing-pole. 

When he reached the center of the lake he threw the baited fishing- 
line overboard, tied the pole securely to the canoe George Hopkins was 
in, and shoved away from it. 

John paddled to the shore, leaving George Hopkins sitting up in the 
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canoe salmon-fishing. He looked back just as he reached the shore and 
saw the canoe shoot down the lake fast as a speedboat. A big bull- 
headed salmon had hooked the line. The salmon was taking George 
Hopkins down the lake so fast the wind blew his hat overboard. 

John the Indian waited on the shore chuckling to himself until they 
were out of sight. Then he went home to get himself some breakfast. 




THE CORDUROY PANTS 


It has been my experience that all worthwhile stories 
are produced under circumstances generated by the 
following procedure: (i) Set the alarm clocks to wake 
you up two hours before your usual time; (2) devote 
an hour to walking through the house slamming 
doors; (3) go into the kjtchen and make as much 
noise as possible with the coffee pot and the frying 
pan; (4) when your wife comes v /wn, criticize (a) 
her diction, (b) her hair-do, (c) her clothes, (d) her 
family; (5) after breakfast lock yourself in your room 
and gaze out the window for an hour and a half; (6) 
when your neck begins to feel stiff, insert a sheet of 
paper in the typewriter and write the word “if as 
rapidly as possible; (7) jerk out the sheet, crumple it, 
toss it aside; (8) repeat by writing the word “it” on a 
fresh sheet; (9) stare at the word until it becomes 
blurred, jerk out the sheet, and insert another fresh 
one; (10) write the word “the,” and then go ahead 
with your story. 




THE CORDUROY PANTS 


Two weeks after he had sold his farm on the back road for twelve 
hundred dollars and the Mitchells had moved in and taken possession, 
Bert Fellows discovered that he had left his other pair of corduroy 
pants up attic. When he had finished hauling his furniture and clothes 
to his other place on the Skowhegan road, he was sure he had left 
nothing behind, but the morning that he went to put on his best pair 
of pants he could not find them anywhere. Bert thought the matter 
over two or three days and decided to go around on the back road 
and ask Abe Mitchell to let him go up attic and get the corduroys. 
He had known Abe all his life and he felt certain Abe would let him 
go into the house and look around for them. 

Abe was putting a new board on the doorstep when Bert came up 
the road and turned into the yard. Abe glanced around but kept right 
on working. 

Bert waited until Abe had finished planing the board before he said 
anything. 

“How be you, Abe?” he inquired cautious 

“Hell, lm always well,” Abe said, without looking up from the 
step. 

Bert was getting ready to ask permission to go into the house. He 
waited until Abe hammered the twenty-penny into the board. 

“I left a pair of corduroys in there, Abe,” he stated preliminarily. 
“You wouldn’t mind if I went up attic and got them, would you?" 

Abe let the hammer drop out of his hands and fall on the step. He 
wiped his mouth with his handkerchief and turned around facing 
Bert. 

“You go in my house and I’ll have the law on you. 1 don’t give a 
cuss if you’ve left fifty pair of corduroys up attic. 1 bought and paid 
for this place and the buildings on it and 1 don’t want nobody track- 
ing around here. When I want you to come on my land, 1 11 invite 
you.” 
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Bert scratched his head and looked up at the attic window. He 
began to wish he had not been so forgetful when he was moving his 
belongings down to his other house on the Skowhegan road. 

“They won’t do you no good, Abe,” he said. “They are about ten 
sizes tflb big for you to wear. And they belong to me, anyway.” 

“I’ve already told you what I’m going to do with them corduroys,” 
Abe replied, going back to work. 4 Tve made my plans for them cor- 
duroys. I’m going to keep them, that’s what I’m going to do.” 

Bert turned around and walked toward the road, glancing over his 
shoulder at the attic window where his pants were hanging on a rafter. 
He stopped and looked at Abe several minutes, but Abe was busy 
hammering twenty-penny nails into the new step he was making and 
he paid no attention to Bert’s sour looks. Bert went back down the 
road, wondering how he was going to get along without his other pair 
of pants. 

By the time Bert reached his house he was good and mad. In the 
first place, he did not like the way Abe Mitchell had ordered him 
away from his old farm, but most of all he missed his other pair of 
corduroys. And by bedtime he could not sit still. He walked around 
the kitchen mumbling to himself and trying to think of some way by 
which he' could get his trousers away from Abe. 

“Crusty-faced Democrats never were no good,” he mumbled to him- 
self. 

Half an hour later he was walking up the back road toward his old 
farm. He had waited until he knew Abe was asleep, and now he was 
going to get into the house and go up attic and bring out the cordu- 
roys. 

Bert felt in the dark for the loose window in the barn and dis- 
covered it could be opened just as he had expected. He had had good 
intentions of nailing it down, for the past two or three years, and now 
he vtfas glad he had left it as it was. He went through the barn and 
the woodshed and into the house. 

Abe had gone to bed about nine o’clock, and he was asleep and 
snoring when Bert listened at the door. Abe’s wife had been stone- 
deaf for the past twenty years or more. 

Bert found the corduroy pants, with no trouble at all. He struck 
only one match up attic, and the pants were hanging on the first nail 
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he wem to. He had taken off his shoes when he climbed through the 
barn window and he knew his way through the house with his eyes 
shut. Getting into the house and out again was just as easy as he had 
thought it would be. And as long as Abe snored, he was safe. 

In another minute he was out in the barn again, putting^on his 
shoes and holding his pants under his arm. He had put over a good 
joke on Abe Mitchell, all right. He went home and got into bed. 

The next morning Abe Mitchell drove his car up to the front of 
Bert's house and got out. Bert saw him from his window and went to 
meet Abe at the door. He was wearing the other pair of corduroys, the 
pair that Abe had said he was going to keep for himself. 

“Ill have you arrested for stealing my pants,” Abe announced as 
soon as Bert opened the door, “but if you want to give them back to 
me now I might consider calling off the charges. It’s up to you what 
you want to do about it." 

“That’s all right by me,” Bert said. “When we get to court I’ll show 
you that I’m just as big a man as you think you are. I’m not afraid 
of what you’ll do. Go ahead and have me arrested, but if they lock 
you up in place of me, don’t come begging me to go your bail for 
you.” 

“Well, if that’s the way you think about it,” Abe said, getting red 
in the face, “I’ll go ahead with the charges .’11 swear out a warrant 
right now and they’ll put you in the county jail before bedtime 
tonight" 

“They’ll know where to find me.” Bert said, closing the door. “I gen- 
erally stay pretty dose to home." 

Abe went out to his automobile and got inside. He started the 
engine, and promptly shut it off again. 

“Come out here a minute, Bert,” he called. 

Bert studied him for several minutes through the crack in the door 
and then went out into the yard. 

“Why don’t you go swear out the warrant? What you waiting for 
now?" 

“Well, I thought I’d tell you something, Bert. It will save you and 
me both a lot of time and money if you’d go to court right now and 
save the coft of having a man come out here to serve the warrant on 
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you. If you’ll go to court right now and let me have you arrested 
there, the cost won’t be as much.” 

“You must take me for a cussed fool, Abe Mitchell ” Bert said. “Do 
I look like a fool to pay ten dollars for a hired car to take me to 
count)^ jai!?” 

Abe thought to himself several minutes, glancing sideways at Bert. 
‘Til tell you what I’ll do, Bert,” he proposed. “You get in my car 
and I’ll take you there and you won’t have to pay ten dollars for a 
hired car.” 

Bert took out his pipe and tobacco. Abe waited while he thought the 
proposition over thoroughly. Bert could not find a match, so Abe 
handed him one. 

“You’ll do that, won’t you, Bert?” he asked. 

“Don’t hurry me— I need plenty of time to think this over in my 
mind.” 

Abe waited, bending nervously toward Bert. The match-head crum- 
bled off and Abe promptly gave Bert another one. 

“I guess I can accommodate you that little bit, this time,” he said, 
at length. “Wait until I lock up my house.” 

When Bert came back to the automobile Abe started the engine and 
turned around in the road toward Skowhegan. Bert sat beside him 
sucking his pipe. Neither of them had anything to say to each other 
all the time they were riding. Abe drove as fast as his old car would 
go, because he was in a hurry to get Bert arrested and the trial started. 

When they reached the courthouse, they went inside and Abe swore 
out the warrant and had it served on Bert. The sheriff took them into 
the courtroom and told Bert to wait in a seat on the first row of 
benches. The sheriff said they could push the case ahead and get a 
hearing some time that same afternoon. Abe found a seat and sat 
down to wait. 

It was an hour before Bert’s case was called to trial. Somebody read 
out his name and told him to stand up. Abe sat still, waiting until he 
was called to give his testimony. 

Bert stood up while the charge was ready to him. When it was over, 
the judge asked him if he wanted to plead guilty or not guiity. 

“Not guilty,” Bert said. 

Abe jumped off his seat and waved his arms. 
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“He's lying!” he shouted at the top of his voice. “He's lying — he did 
steal my pants!” 

“Who is that man?” the judge asked somebody. 

“That’s the man who swore out the warrant,” the clerk said. “He’s 
the one who claims the pants were stolen from him.” 

“Well, if he yells out like that again,” the judge said, “I'll swear out 
a warrant against him for giving me a headache. And I guess some- 
body had better tell him there’s such a thing as contempt of court. He 
looks like a Democrat, so I suppose he never heard of anything like 
that before.” 

The judge rapped for order and bent over towards Bert. 

“Did you steal a pair of corduroy pants from this man?” he asked. 

“They were my pants,” Bert explained. “I left them in my house 
when i sold it to Abe Mitchell and when I asked him for them he 
wouldn't turn them over to me. I didn't steal them. They belonged 
to me all the time.” 

“He's lying!” Abe shouted again, jumping up and down. “He stole 
my pants— he’s lying!” 

“Ten dollars for contempt of court, whatever your name is,” the 
judge said, aiming his gavel it Abe, “and case dismissed for lack of 
evidence.” 

Abe's face sank into his head. He looked fn. -r at the judge and then 
around the courtroom at the strange people. 

“You’re not going to make me pay ten dollars, are you?” he de- 
manded angrily. 

“No,” the judge said, standing up again. “I made a mistake. I forgot 
that you are a Democrat. I meant to say twenty-five dollars” 

Bert went outside and waited at the automobile until Abe paid his 
fine. In a quarter of an hour Abe came out of the courthouse. 

“Well, I guess I’ll have to give you a ride back home,” he said, get- 
ting under the steering-wheel and starting the engine. “But what I 
ought to do is leave you here an* let you ride home in a hired car.” 

Bert said nothing at all. He sat down beside Abe and they drove out 
of town toward home. 

It was almost dark when Abe stopped the car in front of Bert’s 
house. Bert got out and slammed shut the door. 

“I'm mighty much obliged for the ride,” he said. “I been wanting 
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to take a trip over Skowhegan way for a year or more. I’m glad you 
asked me to go along with you, Abe, but I don’t see how the trip was 
worth twenty-five dollars to you.” 

Abe shoved his automobile into gear and jerked down the road to- 
ward his place. He left Bert standing beside the mailbox rubbing his 
hands over the legs of his corduroy pants. 

M Abe Mitchell ought to have better sense than to be a Democrat,” 
Bert said, going into his house. 



COUNTRY FULL OF SWEDES 


This story, over a period of years, was rejected by prac- 
tically every magazine in the United States. Aside from 
that, I found it to be an interesting experience, because 
editors, not content with merely turning it down, felt 
called upon to accompany their refusals with advice 
that the story was (a) not true to life, (b) a denial of 
man's nobility, (c) injurious to my rc station, (d) an 
incitation to violence, (c) not understandable to read- 
ers (Hello, Bill!), and (f) evidence of a disordered 
mind. The story was finally accepted and published 
by The Yale Review. Subsequently, it was given the 
Yale Review Award for Fiction. This is its seventh 
appearance in print. 




COUNTRY FULL OF SWEDES 


There i was, standing in the middle of the chamber, trembling 
like I was coming down with the flu, and still not knowing what god- 
awful something had happened. In all my days in the Back Kingdom, 
I never heard such noises so early in the forenoon. 

It was about half an hour after sun-rise, and a gun went off like a 
coffer-dam breaking up under ice at twenty below, and I’d swear it 
sounded like it wasn’t any farther away than my feet are from my 
head. That gun shot off, pitching me six-seven inches off the bed, and, 
before I could come down out of the air, there was another roar like 
somebody coughing through a megaphone, with a two weeks’ cold, 
right in my ear. God-helping, I hope I never get waked up like that 
again until I can get myself home to the Back Kingdom where I right- 
fully belong to stay. 

I must have stood there ten-fifteen minutes shivering in my night- 
shirt, my heart pounding inside of me like a ram-rod working on a 
plugged-up bore, and listening for that gun again, if it was going to 
shoot some more. A man never knows what’s going to happen next in 
the State of Maine; that’s why I wish sometimes I’d never left the 
Back Kingdom to begin with. I was making sixty a month, with the 
best of bed and board, back there in the intervale; but like a God 
damn fool I had to jerk loose and came down here near the Bay. I’m 
going back where I came from, God-helping: I’ve never had a purely 
calm and peaceful day since I got here three-four years ago. This is 
the damnedest country for the unexpected raising of all kinds of 
unlooked-for hell a man is apt to run across in a lifetime of traveling. 
If a man’s born and raised in the Back Kingdom, he ought to stay 
there where he belongs; that’s what I'd done if I’d had the sense to 
stay out of this down-country near the Bay, where you don’t ever 
know, God-helping, what’s going to happen next, where, or when. 

But there I was, standing in the middle of the upstairs chamber, 
shaking like a rag weed in an August wind-storm, and not knowing 
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what minute, maybe right at me, that gun was going to shoot of! 
again, for all I knew. Just then, though, I heard Jim and Mrs. Frost 
triptrapping around downstairs in their bare feet. Even if I didn’t 
know what god-awful something had happened, I knew things around 
the place weren’t calm and peaceful, like they generally were of a 
Sunday morning in May, because it took a stiff mixture of heaven and 
hell to get Jim and Mrs. Frost up and out of a warm bed before six 
of a forenoon, any of the days of the week. 

I ran to the window and stuck my head out as far as I could get 
it, to hear what the trouble was. Everything out there was as quiet and 
peaceful as midnight on a backroad in middlemost winter. But I knew 
something was up, because Jim and Mrs. Frost didn’t make a prac- 
tice of getting up and out of a warm bed that time of forenoon in 
the chillish May-time. 

There wasn’t any sense in me standing there in the cold air shiver- 
ing in my night-shirt, so I put on my clothes, whistling all the time 
through my teeth to drive away the chill, and trying to figure out 
what God damn fool was around so early shooting off a gun of a 
Sunday morning. Just then 1 heard the downstairs door open, and up 
the steps, two at a time, came Jim in his breeches and his shirt-tail 
flying out behind him. 

He wasn’t long in coming up the stairs, for a man sixty-seven, but 
before he reached the door to my room, that gun went off again: 
aooxtl Just like that; and the echo came rolling back through the open 
window from the hills: Boom! Boom! Like fireworks going off with 
your eyes shut. Jim had busted through the door already, but when he 
heard that Boom! sound he sort of spun around, like a cock-eyed 
weathervane, five-six times, and ran out the door again like he had 
been shot in the hind parts with a moose gun. That Boom! so early 
in the forenoon was enough to scare the daylights out of any man, 
anu Jim wasn’t any different from me or anybody else in the town, of 
East Joloppi. He just turned around and jumped through the door to 
the first tread on the stairway like his mind was made up to go some- 
where else in a hurry, and no fooling around at the start. 

I’d been hired to Jim and Mrs. Frost for all of three-four years, and 
I was near about as much of a Frost, excepting name, as Jim himself 
was. Jim and me got along first-rate together, doing chores and haying 
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and farm work in general, because neither one of us was ever trying 
to make the other do more of the work. We were hitched to make a 
fine team, and I never had a kick coming, and Jim said he didn’t 
either. Jim had the name of Frost, to be sure, but I wouldn’t ever hold 
that against a man. 

The echo of that gun-shot was still rolling around in the hills and 
coming in through the window, when all at once that god-awful 
cough-like whoop through a megaphone sounded again right there 
in the room and everywhere else, like it might have been, in the whole 
town of East Joloppi. The man or beast or whatever animal he was 
who hollered like that ought to be locked up to keep him from scaring 
all the women and children to death, and it wasn’t any stomach- 
comforting sound for a grown man who’s used to the peaceful calm of 
the Back Kingdom all his life to hear so early of a Sunday forenoon, 
either. 

I jumped to the door where Jim, just a minute before, leaped 
through. He didn’t stop till he got clear to the bottom of the stairs. 
He stood there, looking up at me like a wild-eyed cow moose sur- 
prised in the sheriff’s corn field. 

“Who fired that god-awful shot, Jim?” I yelled at him, leaping 
down the stairs quicker than a man of my years ought to let himself 
do. 

“Good God!” Jim said, his voice hoarse, falling all to pieces 
like a stump of punk-wood. “The Swedes! The Swedes are shooting, 
Stan!” 

“What Swedes, Jim — those Swedes who own the farm and buildings 
across the road over there?” I said, trying to find the buttonholes in 
my shirt. “Have they come back here to live on that farm?” 

“Good God, yes!” he said, his voice croaking deep down in his 
throat, like he had swallowed too much water. “The Swedes are all 
over the place. They’re everywhere you can see, there’s that many of 
them.” 

“What’s their name, Jim?” I asked him. “You and Mrs. Frost 
never told me what their name is.” 

“Good God, I don’t know. I never heard them called anything 
but Swedes, and that’s what it is, I guess. It ought to be that, if it 

ain’t.” 

K*' 
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I ran across the hall to look out a window, but it was on the 
wrong side of the house, and I couldn’t see a thing. Mrs. Frost was 
stepping around in the downstairs chamber, locking things up in the 
drawers and closet and forgetting where she was hiding the keys. I 
could see her through the open door, and she was more scared-looking 
than Jim was. She was so scared of the Swedes she didn’t know what 
she was doing, none of the time. 

“What made those Swedes come back for, Jim?” I said to him. “I 
thought you said they were gone for good, this time.” 

“Good God, Stan,” he said, “I don’t know what they came back 
for. I guess hard times are bringing everybody back to the land, and 
the Swedes arc always in the front rush of everything. I don’t know 
what brought them back, but they’re all over the place, shooting and 
yelling and raising hell. There are thirty-forty of them, looks like to 
me, counting everything with heads.” 

“What are they doing now, Jim, except yelling and shooting?” 

“Good God,” Jim said, looking behind him to see what Mrs. Frost 
was doing with his things in the downstairs chamber. “I don’t know 
what they’re not doing. But I can hear them, Stan I You hurry out 
right now and lock up all the tools in the barn and bring in the cows 
and tie them up in the stalls. I’ve got to hurry out now and bring in 
all of those new cedar fence posts across the front of the yard before 
they start pulling them up and carrying them off. Good God, Stan, 
the Swedes are everywhere you look out-doors! We’ve got to make 
haste, Stan!” 

Jim ran to the side door and out the back of the house, but 1 took 
my time about going. I wasn’t scared of the Swedes, like Jim and 
Mrs. Frost were, and I didn’t aim to have Jim putting me to doing 
tasks and chores, or anything else, before breakfast and the proper 
time. I wasn’t any more scared of the Swedes than I was of the 
Finns and Portuguese, anyway. It’s a god-awful shame for Americans 
to let Swedes and Finns and the Portuguese scare the day-lights out 
of them. God-helping, they are no different than us, and you never 
see a Finn or a Swede scared of an American. But people like Jim 
and Mrs. Frost are scared to death of Swedes and other people from 
the old countries; Jim and Mrs. Frost and people like that never stop 
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to think that all of us Americans came over from the old countries, 
one time or another, to begin with. 

But there wasn’t any sense in trying to argue with Jim and Mrs. 
Frost right then, when the Swedes, like a fired nest of yellow-headed 
bumble bees, were swarming all over the place as far as the eye 
could see, and when Mrs. Frost was scared to death that they were 
coming into the house and carry out all of her and Jim’s furniture 
and household goods. So while Mrs. Frost was tying her and Jim’s 
shoes in pillow cases and putting them out of sight in closets and 
behind beds, I went to the kitchen window and looked out to see what 
was going on around that tall yellow house across the road. 

Jim and Mrs. Frost both were right about there being Swedes all 
over the place. God-helping, there were Swedes all over the country, 
near about all over the whole town of East Joloppi, for what I could 
see out the window. They were as thick around the barn and pump 
and the woodpile as if they had been a nest of yellow-headed bumble 
bees strewn over the countryside. There were Swedes everywhere a 
man could see, and the ones that couldn’t be seen, could be heard 
yelling their heads off inside the yellow clapboarded house across 
the road. There wasn’t any mistake about their being Swede? there, 
either; because I’ve never yet seen a man who mistakes a Swede or a 
Finn for an American. Once you see a Fi '.n or a Swede you know. 
God-helping, that he is a Swede or a Finn, . nd not a Portugee or an 
American. 

There was a Swede everywhere a man could look. Some of them 
were little Swedes, and women Swedes, to be sure; but little Swedes, 
in the end, and women Swedes too, near about, grow up as big 
as any of them. When you come right down to it, there’s no sense in 
counting out the little Swedes and the women Swedes. 

Out in the road in front of their house were seven-eight autos and 
trucks loaded down with furniture and household goods. All around, 
everything was Swedes. The "wedes were yelling and shouting at one 
another, the little Swedes and the women Swedes just as loud as 
the big Swedes, and it looked like none of them knew what all the 
shouting and yelling was for, and when they found out, they didn't 
give a damn about it. That was because all of them were Swedes. It 
didn't m; ke any difference what a Swede was yelling about; just as 
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long as he had leave to open his mouth, he was tickled to death 
about it. 

I have never seen the like of so much yelling and shouting any- 
where else before; but down here in the State of Maine, in the down- 
country on the Bay, there’s no sense in being taken-back at the sights 
to be seen, because anything on God’s green earth is likely and liable 
to happen between day and night, and the other way around, too. 

Now, you take the Finns; there’s any God’s number of them 
around in the woods, where you least expect to see them, logging and 
such. When a Finn crew breaks a woods camp, it looks like there’s a 
Finn for every tree in the whole State, but you don’t see them going 
around making the noise that Swedes do, with all their yelling and 
shouting and shooting off guns. Finns are quiet about their hell-rais- 
ing. The Portuguese are quiet, too; you see them tramping around, 
minding their own business, and working hard on a river dam or some- 
thing, but you never hear them shouting and yelling and shooting off 
guns at five-six of a Sunday morning. There’s no known likeness to 
the noise that a houseful of Swedes can make when they get to yelling 
and shouting at one another early in the forenoon. 

I was standing there all that time, looking out the window at the 
Swedes across the road, when Jim came into the kitchen with an 
armful of wood and threw it into the woodbox behind the range. 

“Good God, Stan,” Jim said, “the Swedes are everywhere you can 
look out-doors. They’re not going to get that armful of wood, any- 
way, though.” 

Mrs. Frost came to the door and stood looking like she didn’t know 
it was her business to cook breakfast for Jim and me. I made a fire 
in the range and put on a pan of water to boil for the coffee. Jim 
kept running to the window to look out, and there wasn’t much use 
in expecting Mrs. Frost to start cooking unless somebody set her to it, 
in the shape she was in, with all the Swedes around the place. She 
was so up-set, it was a downright pity to look at her. But Jim and me 
had to eat, and I went and took her by the arm and brought her 
to the range and left her standing there so close she would get burned 
if she didn’t stir around and make breakfast. 

“Good God, Stan,” Jim said, “those Swedes are into everything. 
They’re in the barn, and in the pasture running the cows, and I don’t 
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know what else they’ve been into since I looked last. They'll take the 
tools and the horses and cows, and the cedar posts, too, if we don’t get 
out there and put everything under lock and key.” 

“Now, hold on, Jim,” I said, looking out the window. “Them you 
see are little Swedes out there, and they’re not going to make off with 
anything of yours and Mrs. Frost’s. The big Swedes are busy carrying 
in furniture and household goods. Those Swedes aren't going to 
tamper with anything of yours and Mrs. Frost's. They’re people just 
like us. They don’t go around stealing everything in sight. Now, let’s 
just sit here by the window and watch them while Mrs. Frost is 
getting breakfast ready.” 

“Good God, Stan, they’re Swedes,” Jim said, “and they’re moving 
into the house across the road. I’ve got to put everything under lock 
and key before ” 

“Hold on, Jim,” I told him. “It’s their house they’re moving into. 
God-helping, they’re not moving into your and Jim’s house, are they, 
Mrs. Frost?” 

“Jim,” Mrs. Frost said, shaking her finger at him and looking at me 
wild-eyed and sort of flustcred-like, “Jim, don’t you sit there and let 
Stanley stop you from saving the stock and tools. Stanley doesn’t 
know the Swedes like we do. Stanley came down here from the Back 
Kingdom, and he doesn’t know anything ^v>ut Swedes.” 

Mrs. Frost was partly right, because I’ve :ver seen the things in 
my whole life that I’ve seen down here near the Bay; but there wasn’t 
any sense in Americans like Jim and Mrs. Frost being scared of 
Swedes. I’ve seen enough Finns and Portuguese in my time in the 
Back Kingdom, up in the intervale, to know that Americans are no 
different from the others. 

“Now, you hold on a while, Jim,” I said. “Swedes are no different 
than Finns. Finns don’t go around stealing another man’s stock and 
tools. Up in the Back Kingdom the Finns are the finest kind of 
neighbors.” 

“That may be so up in the Back Kingdom, Stan,” Jim said, “but 
Swedes down here near the Bay are nothing like anything that’s ever 
been before or since. Those Swedes over there across the road work 
in a pulp mill over to Waterville three-four years, and when they’ve 
got enoug money saved up, or when they lose it all, as the case may 
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be, they all move back here to East Joloppi on this farm of theirs for 
two-three years at a time. That’s what they do. And they’ve been doing 
it for the past thirty-forty years, ever since I can remember, and they 
haven’t changed none in all that time. I can recall the first time they 
came to East Joloppi; they built that house across the road then, and 
if you’ve ever seen a sight like Swedes building a house in a hurry, 
you haven’t got much else to live for. Why! Stan, those Swedes built 
that house in four-five days — just like that! I’ve never seen the equal 
to it. Of course now, Stan, it’s the damnedest-looking house a man 
ever saw, because it’s not a farm house, and it’s not a city house, and 
it’s no kind of a house an American would erect. Why! those Swedes 
threw that house together in four-five days — just like that! But who- 
ever saw a house like that before, with three stories to it, and only six 
rooms in the whole building! And painted yellow, too; Good God, 
Stan, white is the only color to paint a house, and those Swedes went 
and painted it yellow. Then on top of that, they went and painted the 
barn red. And of all of the shouting and yelling, at all times of the 
day and night, a man never saw or heard before. Those Swedes acted 
like they were purely crazy for the whole of four-five days, and they 
were, and they still are. But what gets me is the painting of it yellow, 
and the making of it three stories high, with only six rooms in the 
whole building. Nobody but Swedes would go and do a thing like 
that; an American would have built a farm house, here in the country, 
resting square on the ground, with one story, maybe a story and a half, 
and then painted it lead-white. But Good God, Stan, those fool Swedes 
had to put up three stories, to hold six rooms, and then went and 
painted the building yellow.” 

“Swedes are a little queer, sometimes,” I said. “But Finns and Por- 
tuguese are too, Jim. And Americans sometimes ” 

“A little queer!" Jim said. “Why! Good God, Stan, the Swedes are 
the queerest people on the earth, if that’s the right word for them. 
You don’t know Swedes, Stan. This is the first time you’ve ever seen 
those Swedes across the road, and that’s why you don’t know what 
they’re like after being shut up in a pulpwood mill over to Waterville 
for four-five years. They’re purely wild, I tell you, Stan. They don’t 
stop for anything they set their heads on. If you was to walk out there 
now and tell them to move their autos and trucks off of the town road 
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so the travelers could get past without having to drive around through 
the brush, they’d tear you apart, they’re that wild, after being shut up 
in the pulp mill over to Waterville these three-four, maybe four-five, 
years.” 

“Finns get that way, too,” I tried to tell Jim. “After Finns have been 
shut up in a woods camp all winter, they make a lot of noise when 
they get out. Everybody who has to stay close to the job for three-lour 
years likes to act free when he gets out from under the job. Now, Jim, 
you take the Portuguese ” 

“Don’t you sit there, Jim, and let Stanley keep you from putting the 
tools away,” Mrs. Frost said. “Stanley doesn’t know the Swedes like 
we do. He’s lived up in the Back Kingdom most of his life, tucked 
away in the intervale, and he’s neyer seen Swedes ” 

“Good God, Stan,” Jim said, standing up, he was that nervous and 
up-set, “the Swedes are over-running the whole country. I’ll bet there 
arc more Swedes in the town of East Joloppi than there are in the rest 
of the country. Everybody knows there’s more Swedes in the State 
of Maine than there are in the old country. Why! Jim, they take to 
this State like potato bugs take to ” 

“Don’t you sit there and let Stanley keep you back, Jim,” Mrs. 
Frost put in again. “Stanley doesn’t know the Swedes like we do. 
Stanley’s lived up there in the Back Kingdo m most of his life.” 

Just then one of the big Swedes started yei ,g at some of the little 
Swedes and women Swedes. I’ll swear, those big Swedes sounded like 
a pastureful of hoarse bulls, near the end of May, mad about the 
black-flies. God-helping, they yelled like they were fixing to kill all the 
little Swedes and women Swedes they could get their hands on. It 
didn’t amount to anything, though; because the little Swedes and the 
women Swedes yelled right back at them just like they had been big 
Swedes too. The little Swedes and women Swedes couldn't yell hoarse 
bull bass, but it was close enough to it to make a man who’s lived 
most of his life up in the Bad Kingdom, in the intervale, think that 
the whole town of East Joloppi was full of big Swedes. 

Jim was all for getting out after the tools and stock right away, but 
I pulled him back to the table. I wasn’t going to let Jim and Mrs. Frost 
set the to doing tasks and chores before breakfast and the regular time. 
Forty dolh, s a month isn’t much to pay a man for ten-eleven hours’ 
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work a day, including Sundays, when the stock has to be attended to 
like any other day, and I set myself that I wasn’t going to work twelve- 
thirteen hours a day for them, even if I was practically one of the 
Frosts myself, except in name, by that time. 

“Now, hold on a while, Jim,” I said. “Let’s just sit here by the win- 
dow and watch them carry their furniture and household goods inside 
while Mrs. Frost’s getting the cooking ready to eat. If they start taking 
off any of you and Mrs. Frost’s things, we can sec them just as good 
from here by the window as we could out there in the yard and road.” 

“Now, Jim, I’m telling you,” Mrs. Frost said, shaking all over, and 
not even trying to cook us a meal, “don’t you sit there and let Stanley 
keep you from saving the stock and tools. Stanley doesn’t know the 
Swedes like we do. He thinks they’re like everybody else.” 

Jim wasn’t for staying in the house when all of his tools were lying 
around in the yard, and while his cows were in the pasture unpro- 
tected, but he saw how it would be better to wait where we could 
hurry up Mrs. Frost with the cooking, if we were ever going to eat 
breakfast that forenoon. She was so excited and nervous about the 
Swedes moving back to East Joloppi from the pulp mill in Waterville 
that she hadn’t got the beans and brown bread fully heated from the 
night before, and we had to sit and eat them cold. 

We were sitting there by the window eating the cold beans and 
brown bread, and watching the Swedes, when two of the little Swedes 
started running across Jim and Mrs. Frost’s lawn. They were chasing 
one of their big yellow tom cats they had brought with them from 
Waterville. The yellow tom was as large as an eight-months collie 
puppy, and he ran like he was on fire and didn’t know how to put it 
out. His great big bushy tail stuck straight up in the air behind him, 
like a flag, and he was leaping over the lawn like a devilish calf, 
new born. 

Jim and Mrs. Frost saw the little Swedes and the big yellow tom 
cat at the same time I did. 

“Good God,” Jim shouted, raising himself part out of the chair. 
“Here they come now!” 

“Hold on now Jim,” I said, pulling him back to the table. “They’re 
only chasing one of their tom cats. They're not after taking anything 
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that belongs to you and Mrs. Frost. Let’s just sit here and finish eating 
the beans, and watch them out the window.” 

“My crown in heaven!” Mrs. Frost cried out, running to the win- 
dow and looking through. “Those Swedes are going to kill every plant 
on the place. They’ll dig up all the bulbs and pull up all the vines in 
the flower bed.” 

“Now you just sit and calm yourself, Mrs. Frost,” I told her. “Those 
little Swedes are just chasing a tom cat. They’re not after doing hurt 
to your flowers.” 

The big Swedes were unloading the autos and trucks and carrying 
the furniture and household goods into their three story, yellow clap- 
boarded house. None of them was paying any attention to the little 
Swedes chasing the yellow tom over Jim and Mrs. Frost’s lawn. 

Just then the kitchen door buist open, and the two little Swedes 
stood there looking at us, panting and blowing their heads off. 

Mrs. Frost took one look at them, and then she let out a yell, but 
the kids didn’t notice her at all. 

“Hey,” one of them shouted, “come out here and help us get the 
cat. He climbed up in one of your trees.” 

By that time, Mrs. Frost was all for slamming the door in their 
faces, but I pushed in front of her and went out into the yard with 
them. Jim came right behind me, after he h i finished calming Mrs. 
Frost, and telling her we wouldn’t let the Sv, Jes come and carry out 
her furniture and household goods. 

The yellow tom was all the way up in one of Jim’s young maple 
shade trees. The maple wasn’t strong enough to support even the 
smallest of the little Swedes, if he should take it into his head to climb 
to the top after the cat, and neither Jim nor me was hurting ourselves 
trying to think of a way to get the feline down. We were all for let- 
ting the cat stay where he was, till he got ready to come down of his 
own free will, but the little Swedes couldn’t war for anything. They 
wanted the tom right away, . en and there, and no wasting of time 
in getting him. 

“You boys go home and wait for the cat to come down,” Jim told 
them. “There’s no way to make him come down now, till he gets 
ready to come down of his own mind.” 

But no, (hose two boys were little Swedes. They weren’t thinking of 



448 


COUNTRY FULL OF SWEDES 


going back home till they got the yellow tom down from the maple. 
One of them ran to the tree, before Jim or me could head him off, 
and started shinnying up it like a pop-eyed squirrel. In no time, it 
seemed to me like, he was up amongst the limbs, jumping around up 
there from one limb to another like he had been brought up in just 
such a tree. 

“Good God, Stan,” Jim said, “can’t you keep them out of the trees?” 

There was no answer for that, and Jim knew there wasn’t. There’s 
no way of stopping a Swede from doing what he has set his head on 
doing. 

The boy got almost to the top branch, where the yellow tom was 
clinging and spitting, when the tree began to bend towards the house. 
I knew what was coming, if something wasn’t done about it pretty 
quick, and so did Jim. Jim saw his young maple shade tree begin to 
bend, and he almost had a fit looking at it. He ran to the lumber stack 
and came back dragging two lengths of two-by-fours. He got them set 
up against the tree before it had time to do any splitting, and then we 
stood there, like two damn fools, shoring up the tree and yelling at the 
little Swede to come down out of there before we broke his neck for 
being up in it. 

The big Swedes across the road heard the fuss we were making, and 
they came running out of that three story, six room house like it had 
been on fire inside. 

“Good God, Stan,” Jim shouted at me, “here comes the Swedes!” 

“Don’t turn and run off, Jim,” I cautioned him, yanking him back 
by his coat-tail. “They’re not wild beasts; we’re not scared of them. 
Hold on where you are, Jim.” 

I could see Mrs. Frost’s head almost breaking through the window- 
glass in the kitchen. She was all for coming out and driving the 
Swe^s off her lawn and out of her flowers, but she was too scared to 
unlock the kitchen door and open it. 

Jim was getting ready to run again, when he saw the Swedes com- 
ing toward us like a nest of yellow-headed bumble bees, but I wasn’t 
scared of them, and I held on to Jim’s coat-tail and told him I wasn’t. 
Jim and me were shoring up the young maple, and I knew if one of 
us let go, the tree would bend to the ground right away and split wide 
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open right up the middle. There was no sense in ruining a young 
maple shade tree like that, and I told Jim there wasn’t. 

“Hey,” one of the big Swedes shouted at the little Swede up in the 
top of the maple, “come down out of that tree and go home to your 
mother.” 

“Aw, to hell with the old lady,” the little Swede shouted down. 
“I’m getting the cat by the tail.” 

The big Swede looked at Jim and me. Jim was almost ready to run 
again by that time, but I wasn’t, and I held him and told him I wasn’t. 
There was no sense in letting the Swedes scare the day-lights out of us. 

“What in hell can you do with kids when they get that age?” he 
asked Jim and me. 

Jim was rll for telling him to make the boy come down out of the 
maple before it bent over and split wide open, but I knew there was 
no sense in trying to make him come down out of there until he got 
good and ready to come, or else got the yellow tom by the tail. 

Jusc then another big Swede came running out of that three story, 
six room house across the road, holding a double-bladed ax out in 
front of him, like it was red-hot poker, and yelling for all he was 
worth at the other Swedes. 

“Good God, Stan,” Jim said, “don’t Ie^ hose Swedes cut down my 
young maple!” 

I had lots better sense than to try to make the Swedes stop doing 
what they had set their heads on doing. A man would be purely a 
fool to try to stop it from raining from above when it got ready to, 
even if he was trying to get his corn crop planted. 

I looked around again, and there was Mrs. Frost all but popping 
through the window-glass. I could see what she was thinking, but I 
couldn’t hear a word she was saying. It was good and plenty though, 
whatever it was. 

“Come down out of that ee!” the Swede yelled at the boy up in 
Jim’s maple. 

Instead of starting to climb down, the little Swede reached up for 
the big yellow tom cat’s tail. The tom reached out a big fat paw and 
harried the boy five-six times, just like that, quicker than the eye could 
follow. The kid let out a yell and a shout that must have been heard 
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all the way to the other side of town, sounding like a whole houseful 
of Swedes up in the maple. 

The big Swede covered the distance to the tree in one stride, push- 
ing everything behind him. 

“Gfcod God, Stan,” Jim shouted at me, “we’ve got to do something!” 

There wasn’t anything a man could do, unless he was either a Swede 
himself, or a man of prayer. Americans like Jim and me had no busi- 
ness getting in a Swede’s way, especially when he was swinging a big 
double-bladed ax, and he just out of a pulp mill after being shut up 
making paper four-five years. 

The big Swede grabbed the ax and let go at the trunk of the maple 
with it. There was no stopping him then, because he had the ax going, 
and it was whipping around his shoulders like a cow’s tail in a swarm 
of black-flies. The little maple shook all over every time the ax-blade 
struck it, like wind blowing a corn stalk, and then it began to bend 
on the other side from Jim and me where we were shoring it up with 
the two-by-fours. Chips as big as dinner plates were flying across the 
lawn and pelting the house like a gang of boys stoning telephone insu- 
lators. One of those big dinner-plate chips crashed through the window 
where Mrs. Frost was, about that time. Both Jim and me thought at 
first she had fallen through the window, but when we looked again, 
we could see that she was still on the inside, and madder than ever 
at the Swedes. 

The two-by-fours weren’t any good any longer, because it was too 
late to get to the other side of the maple in time to keep it from bend- 
ing in that direction. The Swede with the double-bladed ax took one 
more swing, and the tree began to bend towards the ground. 

The tree came down, the little Swede came down, and the big 
yellow tom came down on top of everything, holding for all he was 
worth to the top of the little Swede’s head. Long before the tree and 
the boy struck the ground, the big yellow tom had sprung what looked 
like thirty feet, and landed in the middle of Mrs. Frost’s flowers and 
bulbs. The little Swede let out a yell and a whoop when he hit the 
ground that brought out six-seven more Swedes from that three story, 
six room house, piling out into the road like it was the first time they 
had ever heard a kid bawl. The women Swedes and the little Swedes 
and the big Swedes piled out on Jim and Mrs. Frost’s front lawn like 
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they had been dropped out of a dump truck and didn’t know which 
was straight up from straight down. 

I thought Mrs. Frost was going to have a fit right then and there 
in the kitchen window. When she saw that swarm of Swedes coming 
across her lawn, and the big yellow tom cat in her flower bed among 
the tender plants and bulbs, digging up the things she had planted, 
and the Swedes with their No. 12 heels squashing the green shoots 
she had been nursing along — well, I guess she just sort of caved in, 
and fell out of sight for the time being. I didn’t have time to run to 
see what was wrong with her, because Jim and me had to tear out 
behind the tom and the Swedes to try to save as much as we could. 

“Good God, Stan,” Jim shouted at me, “go run in the house and 
ring up all the neighbors on the line, and tell them to hurry over here 
and help us before the Swedes wreck my farm and buildings. There’s 
no telling what they’ll do next. They’ll be setting fire to the house and 
barn the next thing, maybe. Hurry, Stan!” 

I didn’t have time to waste talking to the neighbors on the tele- 
phone line. I was right behind Jim and the Swedes to see what they 
were going to do next. 

“I pay you good pay, Stan,” Jim said, “and I want my money’s 
worth. Now, you go ring up the neighbor ind tell them to hurry.” 

The big yellow tom made one more sprii when he hit the flower 
bed, and that leap landed him over the stonewall. He struck out for 
the deep woods with every Swede on the place behind him. When Jim 
and me got to the stonewall, 1 pulled up short and held Jim back. 

“Well, Jim,” I said, “if you want me to, I’ll go down in the woods 
and raise hell with every Swede on the place for cutting down your 
young maple and tearing up Mrs. Frost’s flower-bed.” 

We turned around and there was Mrs. Frost, right behind us. There 
was no knowing how she got there so quick afte*' the Swedes had left 
for the woods. 

“My crown in heaven,” Mrs. Frost said, running up to Jim and hold- 
ing on to him. “Jim, don’t let Stanley make the Swedes mad. This is 
the only place we have got to live in, and they’ll be here a year now 
this time, maybe two-three, if the hard times don t get better soon.” 

“That’s right, Stan,” he said. “You don’t .enow the Swedes like we 
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do. You would have to be a Swede -yourself to know what to tell them. 
Don’t go over there doing anything like that.” 

“God-helping, Jim,” 1 said, “you and Mrs. Frost ain’t scared of the 
Swedes, are you?” 

“Good God, no,” he said, his eyes popping out; “but don’t go mak- 
ing them mad.” 



THE DREAM 


It sure gave you a queer \ind of feeling to be bumming 
around the country like that and never being satisfied 
t o stay in a place once you got there and always want - 
ing to move on to the next town to find out what it 
was like. It sort of got into your system, like finding 
yourself a girl once in a while, or like being hungry all 
the time, or like wanting a smoke ' ->er so often. It was 
a good kj n d of feeling, because it sas like wanting 
something that you were never quite certain what it 
was, but looking forward to getting day and night. 
You would get a taste of it, and that would make you 
want more of it, and the more you got, the more you 
wanted. 




THE DREAM 


For six or seven years Harry had been telling me about a dream. 
I thought nothing of it, because nearly everyone has dreams; some of 
them are pleasant, others very disagreeable, but, otherwise, I could 
never see anything in a dream to become upset about. Each time I 
dreamed I remembered what happened in the dream for a day or two, 
and afterwards never thought of it again. But Harry had been having 
the same dream regularly each month all that time. Exactly the same 
thing happened on each occasion, the time and place were invariably 
the same; and the two people had not changed in dress or appearance 
since the beginning. Harry was one of them; the other was a young 
girl. 

Harry, while he was at home the winter before, had consulted a 
psychiatrist. The man had a reputation for correcting and curing prac- 
tically every case of minor mental disorder he had undertaken, and 
Harry felt certain that if there was anything wrong with him the psy- 
chiatrist could help him. He went, howler, to see him only once. 
Harry explained that the dream was rea rent each month, but the 
psychiatrist said there wasn’t anything to it. He said it was all utterly 
silly. He told Harry to forget it. 

Probably that was his method of curing Harry. But, anyway, Harry 
said he lost all confidence in him after that, and he never went back 
again. His reason for doubting the ability of the psychiatrist to help 
him was that the man had said something about the impossibility of 
a dream’s occurring more than once. But Harry’s dream was recur- 
rent. It came back again the following month, the next, and the next. 

It was late June when I s w Harry the first time that summer, and 
he had just had his monthly dream. He told me all about it again. It 
was precisely the same thing he had told me the year before. 

We were at the boathouse and Harry was putting a new coat of 
green paint on his canoe. While he was retelling the dream I was sit- 
ting against a tree. As he neared the close of the dream his paintbrush 
K* 455 
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mo\ed faster and faster, and when he reached the end the brush was 
moving so swiftly he could not keep enough paint in the bristles to 
coat the canvas. 

“You finish it for me,” he said, his eyes ablaze and his hands jerk- 
ing nervously. “There isn’t much more to paint, anyway.” 

I took the brush from him, and before I could reach for the paint- 
bucket he had disappeared in the woods behind the boathouse. I did 
not see him again that day. 

Harry’s condition worried me more then than it had since he first 
began dreaming. It seemed to me that there must be something that 
could be done to help him, and perhaps cure him completely. I did 
not believe for a moment, however, that he would become insane. 
Neither did Harry. He had always been normal, and as far as I could 
see he was still normal. We both looked upon the dream as something 
temporary that would pass away at any moment. 

We had known each other for ten years. Each summer we came 
up to Maine with our families and stayed through the season. Our 
camps were on the same lake, and we saw each other almost every 
day. We went on fishing-trips together, and we went swimming two 
or three times a day. Once a week we went somewhere to a dance and, 
more frequently, over to the village to the movies. Whenever we 
talked about the dream Harry always said it was as bad as ever. He 
said the fact that he continued having the recurrent dream was what 
was bad; the dream itself, however, was very pleasant. 

The intensity of the dream was as memorable as the events of it. 
Nothing really happened, he said; it was the feeling and life-like 
reality that caused him so much worry. He had told me about it so 
many times I believed I knew how he felt. Each time, he was walking 
along a lonely road through a forest in northeastern Maine. The 
moon was out, but a thin veil of grayish clouds darkened everything 
and*left the road and forest in a dull glow like the soft light of a 
shaded lamp. After he had walked a mile and a half along the road 
he came to a bridge over a stream. It was a timber bridge, about four 
and a half feet wide. He had not heard a sound or seen a single living 
thing until he reached the bridge. But the moment he put his foot on 
the bridge he heard someone call his name very softly. He looked up, 
and in front of him, in the center of the gravel road, was a young girl. 
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She was about eighteen. She stood in the road ahead of him, bathed 
in this dull yellowish light of the clouded moon. He stopped on the 
bridge and looked at her. 

“Whafdo you want?” he a$ked her. 

“I am waiting for Harry,” she said. 

Harry said he begged her to tell him her name and where she lived, 
but she would never answer either question. 

“I’m Harry,” he then told her. 

“Then I’ll turn around and go back.” 

“Let me go with you,” he said to her. “I’m Harry, and if you arc 
looking for me I’ll go with you.” 

“No,” she said. “No, I must go back alone.” 

Harry said he ran after her and nearly killed himself trying to catch 
her. She was always the same distance ahead of him, no matter how 
hard he ran to catch her. After they had gone three miles, he suddenly 
woke up and jumped out of bed. After that, no matter how much he 
wanted to go back to sleep and recapture the dream, he was always 
wide awake until morning. Each time this happened he had to get 
up in the middle of the night, dress, and walk around the camp until 
daylight. He was never sleepy after the dream, although he usually 
slept each morning until eight-thirty or rine. 

I saw Harry again the next day, but • did not speak about his 
dream for almost a month. Then one morning he told me he had had 
the dream for July. He told me about again. It was the same as it 
had always been. 

Then he told me something else. He said that recently, since he had 
been at camp that summer, he had been having the dream while he 
was awake. The daytime dream, as he called it, did not come at 
regular intervals like the one in sleep, but it was the same dream 
nevertheless. He would be driving his car along the country road to 
the village, wide awake and singing or whistling, when suddenly he 
saw this young girl standing in the road,. When he was almost upon 
her, she turned and ran down the road in the direction he was going. 
He was never able to catch her then either, although once he speeded 
his car up to eighty miles an hour. She disappeared from sight three 
miles from the place where he first saw her. Several times he stopped 
the car, got out, and ran into the woods calling her. He knew that 
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was foolish, but he said the intense attraction she held for him im- 
pelled him to go after her. 

“I’m going crazy if I don’t stop seeing her,” he said. “The only 
thing that will help me now will be catching her or finding her some- 
where. I’ve passed the point where I could forget her even if the 
dream should suddenly stop and never come back again. The only 
hope I have of remaining normal for the rest of my life is that of 
possessing her. That doctor said it was nothing to worry about, but 
I’ve gone beyond that now. I don’t worry any longer. I've got to get 
her. If I don’t I’ll be insane in another year. It’s not too late yet to 
save myself, because last winter and spring at home I went around 
with a crowd of boys and girls, had dates, went to dances, and acted 
perfectly naturally. But as soon as the time came to have another 
dream I went all to pieces.” 

“Maybe you saw a girl like her once, and she’s your love-ideal,” 1 
said jokingly, trying to make him stop thinking about it so seriously. 
“You ought to try to find her when you go home this fall.” 

But he would never laugh about the dream. He was always serious 
about it, as if it were something sacred. 

“There’s no other girl like her. There couldn’t be. No other girl 
could have such a voice. The sound of it is perfect, and there is a dis- 
tinct meaning in the music-like notes.” 

“Just the same,” I said, “if I were you I’d try to find one like her 
when you go home. You would be all right then. It would be all over. 
The dream would probably never come back again.” 

Harry walked away without answering me. The expression on his 
face told me that he believed I could never understand. 

Near the end of August, a few days after the time for him to have 
the monthly dream, I went over to Harry's camp early one morning. 
He jwas sitting very still in a deep canvas campchair under the pine 
trees. 

When he saw me, he jumped up and ran to meet me. 

“I had that dream again the other night,” he said excitedly. His 
hands were shaking even more than they did the day he was painting 
the canoe at the boathouse. “The same dream came back again the 
other night.” 

“That’s too bad*” I said. “The thing for you to do now is to try every 
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psychiatrist in the country until you are cured. Surely there is one 
somewhere who can help you/’ 

“No,” he said, “I don’t want it to stop now. I want it to keep on 
coming back, because it will turn into reality. I’m going to find that 
girl. Last night while I was having the dream I saw a signboard nailed 
to a tree beside the bridge. It was there for the fjrst time. Somebody 
recently put it up. It was a new sign, freshly painted and lettered. 
There was a big arrow on it, such as highway signs have, and over 
that was lettered LOST LAKE— 20 MILES.” 

“What does that mean?” 

“That means that I will find the girl living at Lost Lake, of course. 
That is where she lives.” 

“How do you know she lives there?” I was undecided whether he 
was joking at last about the dream, or if he was really serious and 
believed that. 

“Because the sign said that lake is twenty miles from the bridge. 
And Lost Lake is twenty miles from Rangeley, isn’t it? Well, that 
means that the bridge is near Rangeley too. I’m going up there to find 
her. I might not find her the first day, but I will before I come back. 
She's living in a camp somewhere on Lost Lake. I know that. I’m too 
certain about it to be wrong.” 

I could not understand how tie could be' 'e that girl was up there, 
at least one that would be enough like her to make him believe she 
was the same. 

“There is probably more than one lake with that name,” I said. “The 
one you are looking for may be on the other side of the continent.” 

He ignored me entirely. 

“I’m not certain where that bridge is, but it is of no importance, 
because I can start from Rangeley. or from any other direction and 
get to the lake. You see how that could be, don’t you? The important 
thing is to get to the lake. T hen I’ll start walk big around it and ask 
at each camp for the girl. It may take me a week to go around the 
lake, because there is no road along the shore, but I won’t be surprised 
if I find her at the first camp I stop at ” 

l was almost as excited as Harry, in spite of myself. His explana- 
tions of the sign on the tree and his interpretations of the dream would 
have convinced me that the girl was actually alive if my better sense 
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had not told me it was impossible. However, I wanted to go with him, 
for the adventure. 

“When are you starting, Harry?” I asked him. “I want to go along.” 

“I’m starting in the morning,” he said, “but I can’t take you along. 
I’m sorry. But you see, as soon as I find her I’m going to marry her. 
That’s what I’ve been waiting for all these seven years." 

“Good Lord, Harry,” I said, “you don’t mean to say that you be- 
lieve you are going to find a girl actually enough like the one in the 
dream to make you think she is the same one, do you?” 

He took two rings from his pocket and held them in the palm of 
his hand for me to see. One was a diamond solitaire, the other a wed- 
ding ring. 

“I’ve had these for more than two years,” he said. “I didn’t have the 
nerve to show them to you before, because I knew you would laugh 
at me. But since I’ve found her I don’t mind showing them to you.” 

“But you haven’t found her yet, Harry. She may not be at Lost 
Lake, after all.” 

Harry did not say anything for several minutes. He looked at me 
as if he were wondering how anyone could doubt that such a girl as 
he had dreamed of was not alive that moment. 

“If you don’t believe what I’ve told you,” he said, “then why don’t 
you bet me that I won’t find her?” 

Whatever doubt was then left in my mind was slowly leaving me. 
Even at that moment I thought I saw her standing up there in the 
woods, at a camp on the lake, waiting for Harry to come. 

“Do you want to do that?” he insisted. 

“No,” I said, “I’d rather not.” 



THE LONELY DAY 


My grandfather, who should know what he was tank- 
ing about, had a theory that storytelling was a bastard 
art because it had been created by tellers of tales for 
the sole purpose of malting laziness respectable. 




THE LONELY DAY 


FOR a week the wet mid-summer mists had been creeping over 
Maine from the south, from the coast; sheets of low-hanging gray 
vapor spread over the country like dirty steam and leveled the foot- 
hills into smooth fields, while the mountains had been wrapped in wet 
gray clouds and put away from sight towards the north, towards 
Canada. Yesterday the mists had lifted over the housetop, almost over 
the tops of the elm trees; but today, Sunday, the lower air was so wet 
*hat the meshes of the window-screens were filled with panes of 
opaque water. 

Katherine hurried across the wet grass from the garden and went 
into the house. She opened the kitchen-door quietly and closed it 
slowly as she stood back agair.st it. 

The old woman struck at her with the heavy end of the crutch and 
cursed her. 

The girl jumped away and ran to the other side of the kitchen. 

The room was wet with the mid-sumrrer mists. There were little 
balls of water in the dusty spider-web over e stove and a thin stream 
of water trickled at intervals down the table-legs to the floor. 

“Go pick me some berries ” the old wo nan cried at her. “GO PICK 
ME SOME BERRIES!” she shouted. “Do you hear me? You damned 
little sneak! Bring me a pail of berries before I take this crutch and 
kill you!” 

“All right,” Katherine whimpered. ‘Tm going.” 

“Well, why don’t you run? I’ll break your head if you don’t get 
out of here after those berries!” 

Katherine took the berry-nail from the kitchc n-table and ran out- 
side before the old woman could strike her again. The wet mists clung 
to her hair as she ran towards the pasture, and tears fell on her 
dampened cheeks. The berry-field was on the other side of the stream, 
beyond the sheep pasture. Bordering the field was the State road, run- 
ning north and south. 
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She gathered the wet berries as quickly as she could. She knew the 
old woman was even then waiting at the kitchen-door to strike her 
with the crutch because she had not returned sooner. She tried as hard 
as she could, but she could not pick them any faster. 

Several hundred yards away automobiles passed in both directions, 
going up into the Provinces, coming back into Maine. All around her 
was the forest, the deep dark forest where men worked in winter, in 
the white frozen snow, cutting pulp wood. The men who worked 
there were French from Canada and she could not understand what 
they said. Now there was nobody near. The closest settlement was* 
forty miles to the south and the only people who came through the 
woods were tourists, passing but never stopping. She had never gone 
so far as the road, but when she picked berries she could hear the 
roar of the speeding automobiles and occasionally the laughter of men 
and women. The old woman would not let her go near the road. 

While she was gathering the wet berries she thought she heard one 
of the automobiles stop. As she listened, there came shouts and laughter 
from the direction of the road, but she was too far away to hear what 
the people said. She bent over the berry-bushes and tried to fill the 
pail as quickly as she could. 

It was noon before the pail was full. She ran towards the house 
where the old woman sat waiting for the berries. 

While she ran down the hillside toward the stream in the sheep pas- 
ture she heard again the shouts and laughter of several persons. When 
she reached the footbridge she could see them in dim outline through 
the mists. There were five or six men and girls farther down the 
stream toward the lower lake. 

Katherine crossed the footbridge and went down the stream where 
the men and girls were. At first she thought they were fishing, but 
almost before she knew it, she was within a hundred yards of them; 
and then she saw that they were swimming and diving into the 
stream. The low-hanging cloud had cleared along the banks of the 
stream for a few moments and she saw them plainly only a short dis- 
tance away.' 

She stared wild-eyed as she saw one of the men and a girl wade out 
of the water and stand on the bank a moment before diving in again. 

She was so confused by what she saw that she could neither cry out 
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nor run away. Her heart was beating madly and her body trembled 
with excitement. 

While she stood in amazement before the scene, one of the girls 
climbed to the bank of the stream and ran out across the pasture. The 
girl turned and called to one of the men. 

“You can’t catch me, Jimmy!” 

Laughing, the naked girl ran off and disappeared in the heavy mists. 

The other men and girls were laughing and splashing water in the 
stream. 

Katherine stood beside the stream, above them. She had never seen 
anything such as this happen before in her life, and she could barely 
believe that men and girls could have such a good time together. It 
was too incredible to be true, but she could hear everything they said 
and see everything they did. And still the scene was unreal to her. She 
had never been with men and girls of her own age, and she was be- 
wildered with the strangeness of their behavior. 

Her heart was racing so excitedly that she could stand still no 
longer. She wanted to run as fast as she could and fall in the midst of 
those men and girls and laugh with them. Then suddenly she felt the 
weight of the berry-pail in her hand, and she turned and ran as 
quickly as she could to the house where the old woman waited. 

The old woman snatched the pail of buries from her Jiands and 
began eating the fruit. Katherine went to :r room and closed the 
door. She stood beside her bed trembling with excitement, remember- 
ing what she had seen and heard down at the stream in the sheep pas- 
ture. She ran from window to window trying to see through the wet 
mists. If only there had been no mists, she knew she could have seen 
the men and girls in the pasture. But she could see no further than 
the windows. The mists covered everything outside. 

While the old woman sat in the kitchen eating the berries, Kath- 
erine slipped quiedy from the front of the house and ran towards the 
stream. As she ran down tlu hillside she tried to hear the things the 
men and girls were saying. She wanted to run, just as they were, into 
their midst and throw herself on the grass beside them. She wanted 
to laugh and dive into the stream and splash water over everybody. 

Running wildly towards the stream, she suddenly saw that the men 
and girls verc not there. They had taken their clothes and gone back 
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to the automobile to dress, and by now they were probably several 
miles away. Now there was nothing she could do. She did not want to 
stay at the stream alone. She wanted to be with someone, with men 
and girls who laughed and splashed water. Alone, she stood crying 
by the stream. 

The wet mists chilled her body and she began to shiver. The warm 
tears fell cold and hard on her arms and hands. 

Slowly she turned and walked up the hillside toward the house. She 
repeated over and over the words she thought she had heard as she 
was running so happily to the stream a few minutes before. 

The old woman had not missed her. She still sat in the kitchen eat- 
ing from the pail the berries Katherine had picked that morning. 

Katherine sat on the bed in her room crying. She fell backward and 
crushed a pillow over her face so the old woman could not hear her. 

Later in the afternoon she got up. She walked around the room, 
stopping at a window and trying to penetrate the gray mists that hung 
over the earth. There was no one to see her, there were no men and 
girls she could see. It was not what had happened in the sheep pas- 
ture that morning, when the gray mists were filled with laughter and 
the stream with splashing water. It was not the same thing. And she 
could not* laugh aloud. 

After supper, when the old woman had gone to bed, Katherine stole 
out of the house and ran through the wet dark night towards the pas- 
ture. When she reached the stream, she could see nothing, not even 
the grass at her feet. All about her she felt the clinging wet clouds of 
vapor. The black mists covered everything. Over the hill she thought 
she heard an automobile speed along the road towards the Provinces. 
She tried again, but she could not laugh aloud in the wet mists. 

She ran across the berry-field until she reached the road where the 
automobiles passed. When she got there, she stood in the road and 
waitqj. It was then after midnight. She waited but no car came froip 
either direction. 

While she stood in the center of the road she distinctly heard in the 
distance the same laughter that had made her so excited that after- 
noon. Clearly she heard a girl’s voice. Someone was calling, “You 
can’t catch me, Jimmy!” Almost immediately the voice of a man could 
be heard out in the far darkness somewhere. And then, all around her, 
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men and girls were shouting and laughing, just as she had heard them 
that afternoon in the pasture. From the music of their voices she knew 
they were splashing water in a stream and lying naked on the grassy 
banks beside the water. But they were so far away she knew she could 
never find them while everything was so black and misty. 

She waited and listened for an automobile to come up or down the 
road. But there was none. She wanted to stand in the center of the 
road and have the men and women see her. 

The first light of day broke through the mists and found her lying 
in the road, her body made lifeless by an automobile that had shot 
through the darkness an hour before. She was without motion, but 
she was naked, and a smile that was the beginning of laughter made 
her the most beautiful woman that tourists speeding to the Prov- 
inces had ever seen. 




EVELYN AND THE REST OF US 


My grandfather, who had the reputation for telling the 
biggest whoppers ever heard in Sycamore County, 
Georgia , used to tell me that his stories were actually 
no better than hundred told by others, but that he 
had learned how to raise interest to the point where 
people would begin nudging one another in anticipa- 
tion when they saw him coming down the street. 




EVELYN AND THE REST OF US 


During the latter part of summer when the apples were ripen- 
ing, Roy used to get a team of his father’s horses and a surrey when- 
ever he wanted them and all of us would go out to Quack’s farm and 
bring back two or three sacks of apples. Then when we got back to 
town, we would go down into Johnny and Evelyn’s cellar and make 
cider. The way we made it was like this: Johnny got one of his 
mother’s sheets and we dumped a sack of apples on it and mashed 
them with br ; :ks. When they were mashed just right, all of us helped 
to squeeze out the juice into glasses. 

There was a boy whose name was Malcolm Streeter who lived down 
at the bottom of the hill near the West End school. When he began 
coming up and playing with us, he was about our size though several 
years older. Evelyn and Grace talked about him all the time but none 
of the rest of us liked him at all. 

When the Streeter boy came up and drank our cider, we began play- 
ing tricks on him whenever we had a change. Roy threw his cap up 
in a tree so he would have to climb after it ’ fare he could go home. 
He always got mad and said he was never coming up again, but he 
always came back in a day or two. We teasrd him a lot, too. We called 
him a sissy because he went to parties with girls. Evelyn and Grace 
were the only ones who liked the Streeter boy. He kept his hair parted 
all the time, and he gave them chewing-gum. Both of them always 
took up for him whenever we talked about ducking him in the reser- 
voir, or something like that. 

“You mustn’t throw him in the water,” Grace and Evelyn begged 
us. “He doesn’t mean any harm.” 

“I’d like to throw him overboard in the river and see what he would 
dc,” Quack said. “I’ll bet he’s a sissy just like a girl. I’ll bet he couldn’t 
swim out.” 

“He’s just as good a swimmer as you are, Quack Hill!” Evelyn said. 
“I’ll bet yon can’t swim across the river.” 
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“Me! Can’t swim across the river!” Quack said. “I can swim across 
the Atlantic Ocean without stopping even once.” 

Malcolm came up the hill the next afternoon while we were play 
ing baseball in the lot. He stopped at the corner though, and sat on 
the stone wall around Johnny and Evelyn’s house. We saw him sitting 
there, but nobody said anything to him. 

Evelyn was in the house and Grace had gone downtown with her 
mother. If they had been there, they would have wanted him to play 
with us. We were glad they were not there, because the Streeter boy 
was a sissy. 

Quack said something about stoning him; but the rest of us wanted 
to play baseball and we forgot all about him. 

We played another hour and then went down to Johnny’s for some 
of our apples in his cellar. Johnny and Evelyn kept the apples we 
brought from the country. When we wanted some to eat, or when we 
wanted to make cider, we went down into their cellar and got them. 

We sat around in the cellar a while eating apples and then we went 
upstairs to the kitchen for a drink of water. The cellar had two doors. 
One was at the side where the coal was brought in and the other was 
at the top of the steps and opened into the kitchen. 

We went up the steps to the kitchen. Quack was in front and he 
opened the door. The rest of us were behind him. As soon as Quack 
opened the door all of us saw the same thing. The Streeter boy and 
Evelyn were lying together on the kitchen floor. 

We had made a lot of noise down in the cellar, and a lot more 
when we went up the steps, but they had not heard us. Wc backed 
down the steps and closed the door without either of them hearing us 
or knowing that we had been there. We sat down in the cellar and 
ate some more apples. Quack said he wanted some cider, but nobody 
else wanted to make any. When wc had eaten all the apples we could 
holjj, we went out into the yard and sat on the stone wall in front of 
the house. Quack threw the baseball up in the air and caught it in his 
glove with one hand. Johnny socked his mitt with his fist and made 
a good pocket in it for the ball. Joe socked his glove and made a good 
pocket in it so he would not drop the ball when he ran after a fly in 
the outfield. 

The Streeter boy came out of Johnny and Evelyn’s house about half 
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an hour before their mother came home from downtown. He jumped 
over the stone wall at the other side of the yard. He saw us sitting on 
the wall but he did not stop to say anything. He looked at us and 
put his thumb to his nose and wiggled his fingers at us. I don’t know 
why we did not throw rocks at him. We usually did stone him when 
he left the hill and went home. Once we stoned him all the way down 
to the West End school until he ran up on his front porch. We had 
to stop throwing then because we would have broken a window. But 
this time none of us got up. Nobody felt like stoning him any more. 

After he had gone Evelyn stayed in the house. Grace had come 
home with her mother from downtown but she was at home helping 
to cook supper. All of us sat on the wall until we had to go home. It 
was getting dark. 

Nobody knew why it was, but we never played baseball or made 
any more cider after that. When school was over in the afternoon, 
Quack went downtown and stayed until supper-time; and Johnny got 
a job delivering the afternoon paper on a route in the East End. Grace 
and Evelyn went riding in the afternoon with boys from the high 
school and at night went to dances with them. Roy helped his father 
at the livery-stable and drove the horses every afternoon for exercise. 
He stopped going to school the next year and began training horses. 
Soon after he stopped school he sold a pa» r of horses to a circus. He 
had trained them to stand on barrels and oil them around a ring 
while keeping time to music. 

Nobody ever knew what happened t' the Streeter boy. He went 
away when he was twenty years <Md and never came back. Evelyn said 
she didn’t care if she never saw him again. 




THE PICTURE 


This story was written for the purpose of finding out 
how it would end. 




THE PICTURE 


ThE first question John Nesbit asked Pauline when she told him 
that she had employed a new maid and nurse for the children, was 
the same thing he had always said when another servant came to take 
the place of one that had left. 

“Pauline, what kind of a — are you sure that she is a good Negress?’* 

“She is a splendid housemaid, John, and she knows how to care for 
the children. Both Jay and Claire love her, and they obey her to the 
last word. She had the best recommendations of any servant we’ve ever 
hired. Mamie is the kind of maid I have wanted ever since we were 
married.” 

“Yes, I know,” John said; “but is this new maid a good Negress?” 

“Her recommendations were perfect, John. I haven’t any reason to 
suspect her of not being a suitable nurse for the children.” 

“Well, you have seen her, and I haven’t. I’d much rather not have 
a servant in the house than to employ one who wasn’t a good Negress. 
I’ve seen too many of them at the plantation, when I was a kid grow- 
ing up, to have one of that kind in the ho ’ '.” 

“Don’t worry about Mamie, John,” Pauline said. “I’m sure she is a 
good girl. If she isn’t, we can always ask her to leave.” 

That settled the matter for the rest of the evening. The next after- 
noon, though, when he reached home from the mills, John saw the 
new maid on the lawn with Jay and Claire. He drove his car into the 
garage and walked down the driveway to ilie side entrance. Just be- 
fore he reached the steps he looked back over his shoulder at the 
colored girl sitting on the bench under the cedar trees. Both Jay and 
Claire had left Mamie and were running to meet him. He had a 
second chance to look at the girl before the children reached him. 

Mamie was a brown girl with straightened hair. She had the slender 
body of a young woman, and her long legs were straight and round- 
looking in the ash-colored stockings that tovered them above her 
knees. John had noticed all that about her when he* looked at her for 
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the first time over his shoulder. When he looked the second time, he 
saw that Mamie was full-breasted. 

. After the children had become tired of climbing over his lap and 
had gone back outdoors to play on the lawn with their nurse, John 
asked Pauline again about the colored girl. John was the agent at the 
Glen Rock Cotton Mills, and he had grown to be unrelenting in ques- 
tioning every man and woman to whom he gave employment. He 
expected Pauline to be the same about the colored servants she hired 
for the house. 

“I saw that new nurse just now,” he said. 

“Don’t you think she’s all right?” she asked. 

“That’s for you to be certain about, Pauline. You have the oppor- 
tunity of knowing her. Is she a good Negress? We certainly don’t 
wish to have the other kind to nurse Jay and Claire. It would be better 
for us not to have any servants at all, than to have the kind that we 
do not want in the house.” 

“I wish you wouldn’t worry so much about Mamie, John. I just 
know that she is all right. Please stop worrying about it. Leave her to 
me. If I find out that she is not a good girl, I’ll discharge her. When 
you come home from the mills you should rest, and not let yourself 
be worried about the servants.” 

“I know I should, Pauline,” he said, “but you don’t know the 
colored people as I do. You were raised in the East, where the only 
colored people are the ones who are probably as good as the whites, 
but down here in Carolina it’s different, and you haven’t lived here 
long enough yet to be able to distinguish between the two kinds. I was 
raised on a plantation with colored people, and I grew up in a small 
town where more than half the population was colored. I know there 
are two kinds of them, just as you know there are at least two distinct 
classes of whites. The reason I ask about the servants as I do is that 
I wa^t to be sure that you do not let them fool you. We wouldn’t 
want the wrong kind of servants in the house caring for Jay and 
Claire” 

“Of course, we don’t,” Pauline said. “Now, let’s forget about that. 
We must get ready for dinner soon. There isn’t much time left for us 
to dress. Don’t fofget, we have an eight o’clock invitation.” 

Neither of them mentioned the new maid or the cook for several 
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days. Pauline believed that John was assured at last that Mamie was 
a good Negress. 

Less than a week later, though, something happened. Pauline missed 
one morning the silver-framed photograph of John that had been on 
the dressing-table in her room since the day they were married. Once 
each week, on Tuesdays, Pauline had cleaned the silver frame with 
cloth and paste, and on this Tuesday she could not find the picture 
anywhere in the house. She was not certain how long it had been 
missing from the table, because she had not consciously noticed it since 
Sunday. On Sunday she had dusted the silver and glass, and had put 
the silver-mounted photograph back on her dressing-table. But on 
Tuesday it was missing. 

The moment she realized that the picture was missing, she ran to 
the phone to call up John at his office at the mills. But while the 
operator was connecting them she suddenly realized that telling John 
about the picture was the last thing she should do. She hung up hur- 
riedly hoping that he would not suspect that it was she calling. She 
sat beside the telephone, her h;>nds gripped together, waiting for the 
bell to ring. After five minutes she got up and ran from the room. 

Pauline’s first thought after leaving the room was, what in the 
world would John say to her if he should notice that the picture was 
missing! Suppose he should go to her room that evening after dinner 
and see that the photograph was not on her ressing-table! He would 
surely ask her about it— what on earth could she tell him! She ran 
from room to room, looking over every lr :h of space in the house for 
the silver-framed photograph, and when she had finished, she was still 
as helpless as she had been the moment that she discovered it was 
missing. The picture was not in the house. Pauline was certain of that. 
She had searched everywhere. 

Della, the cook, was not there at that time of the afternoon, and it 
was Mamie’s day off. If they had been there she would have run to 
them and asked if they had s<°en Mr. Nesbit’s photograph. She would 
even have asked them if eithei nad taken it and put it some place else. 
But there was no one there then except herself and the children. It 
did not occur to her to ask Jay and Claire if they had taken the photo- 
graph without permission. They were then in the play-house on the 
lawn. 
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She called to Jay and Claire as she ran to the garage for her car. 
Seating them beside her, she backed out the automobile, turned around 
in the driveway, and drove out into the boulevard. Pauline did not 
know where she was going until she had driven several blocks down 
the boulevard. It was then that she realized she had turned the car 
towards the Quarter, and that in a short time she would be there. 

Pauline passed Della’s house without giving it more than a glance. 
After she had passed Della’s she wondered why she had not stopped 
there to ask Della if she had seen Mr. Nesbit’s photograph that had 
always been on the dressing-table in her bedroom. 

A block and a half farther down the street was Mamie’s house. 
Mamie lived there with her mother, Aunt Sophie, and several older 
brothers and sisters. 

Pauline slowed down her car before she could see the house, and by 
the time she had reached it she had only to coast to a stop and to 
jump out on the sandy sidewalk. Mamie’s house looked very much 
like most of the other houses in the Negro Quarter, but Pauline had 
seen it once before, and she needed only to recognize the ivy-trcllised 
porch to tell her that it was the place where Mamie lived. 

Several colored people were standing on the sidewalk, leaning 
against the whitewashed picket fence. None of them knew her, and 
Pauline did not stop to speak. She ran through the gate, up the steps 
to the open door. She knocked on the door as rapidly as she could. 
She could not wait much longer. John would be coming home from 
the mills at four o’clock, and it was past three o’clock then. There was 
not a minute to lose. She had to hurry. 

Someone in the rear of the house opened a door and closed it. The 
delay made Pauline frantic. She took several steps into the hall, listen- 
ing for somebody to answer her knocking. 

Pauline was in the center of the hall when Mamie opened a bed- 
room door and came out. 

“Why! Miss Pauline!” Mamie said, astonished. “What’s the matter, 
Miss Pauline?” 

“Mamie; I came to ask ” 

She stopped in the midst of her questioning and could go no fur- 
ther. Mamie had crossed the hall and was standing a few feet from 
her. Pauline sat down in a chair and looked at Mamie. Her heart was 
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beating madly, and her head throbbed until she had to hold her hands 
over her face to ease the pain. 

“Miss Pauline, ask me what? What’s happened to you, Miss Pauline? 
You look scared, Miss Pauline.” 

Pauline opened her eyes slowly and looked at Mamie. She saw now 
exactly what John must have seen when he saw Mamie for the first 
time nearly two weeks before. She could see that Mamie was young 
and slender, that her hair was straight and glistening, and that her 
mixed blood had given her a kind of sensuous beauty that no white 
girl could ever possess. She saw that Mamie’s legs were long and 
slender, and that Mamie was full-breasted. It was only then that she 
fully realized what John had meant when he asked her if Mamie were 
a good Negress. She could answer him now. She knew what to tell 
J :hn the next time he asked her that about one of the colored servants. 

“Mamie, I came to ask if you know ” 

The door behind Mamie had been left open, and she looked into the 
bedroom for the first time. The sunshine came into the room, and a 
light breeze whipped the white curtains. The bedroom dresser was in 
lull view. 

Without waiting to finish what she was about to say, Pauline jumped 
from the chair and ran into Mamie’s room. There on the dresser, just 
as it had sat on her own dressing-table, was John’s silver-framed pho- 
tograph. She snatched the picture in her arrr and ran*bark to Mamie. 

“What made you— why— when did you take it— what did you do 
it for, Mamie!” 

Mamie smiled. She did not try to run away, nor did she attempt to 
defend herself. She smiled. 

Pauline leaned against the wall, hugging the silver-framed photo- 
graph to her breast. Her head had stopped throbbing, but she felt too 
weak to str id any longer. Just in time, Mamie ran and brought the 
chair to her mistress. 

Outside in the backyard a group of Negroes were talking, and, as 
suddenly as she had first hearc iheir voices, they began to laugh. They 
w^re nor laughing about something that was humorous. That would 
be another kind of laughter; white-folks’ laughing, Aunt Sophie called 
it. The laughter that now came from their throats was different from 
any other expression of emotion Pauline had ever heard. They were 
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not laughing at anything nor with anyone; they were laughing as only 
Negroes can laugh about nothing. 

Pauline did not know how long she had been there in Mamie’s 
house when she opened her eyes. She felt as though she had been in 
a deep sleep for hours. The laughter in the backyard had stopped, 
but echoes of it rolled in her head, just as the smile on Mamie’s face 
had been only the beginning. She knew then that she could never 
forget what she had seen and heard in a Negro’s house. She knew she 
would never be able to explain it to John, nor would she ever be able 
to explain the smile on Mamie’s face, and the laughter in Aunt 
Sophie’s backyard. 

The silence in the house frightened her, and she realized how late 
it was in the afternoon. Pauline knew that John was at home won- 
dering where she and the children were. She jumped to her feet un- 
steadily and ran through the doorway. Mamie ran beside her, holding 
her arm and supporting her with her other arm around her waist. 
They got into the car and sped homeward, with Mamie on the rear 
seat beside Jay and Claire. 

John was standing on the porch when she turned into the driveway 
from the boulevard. She stopped the car and ran to him. 

“Wh<;re have you been? 1 ’ he asked, kissing her. 

“Hold me tight, John! Hold me till it hurts!” 

For several minutes she lay in. his arms, her eyes 'closed, and her 
body trembling. It was only when he put his hand under her chin and 
raised her head that she could look into his eyes. 

“Why is Mamie here this afternoon, Pauline?” he asked her. “1 
thought this was her day off.” 

“It was her day off, John, but I couldn’t get along without her. 1 
went to her house and brought her back.” 

She knew the question that he had asked dozens of times was about 
to be asked of her again. She knew the question was coming, because 
he flad always asked it of her. While she waited, she lowered her head 
again, tightening her arms around his neck, and closed her eyes 
tightly. 

“Are you sure that we wish to keep Mamie?” he asked her. 
“Pauline, is she a good Negress?” 

“Yes, John,” she said, her body relaxing in his arms. “Mamie is a 
good girl.” 



THE MAN WHO LOOKED LIKE HIMSELF 


If Professor Horatio Perkins is still leafing through 
these pages, I hope he will not become discouraged and 
give up. Even if he does not succeed in discovering the 
secret of writing fiction, at least he will find comfort 
in the knowledge that the author himself is up a simi- 
lar tree. 




THE MAH WHO LOOKED LIKE HIMSELF 


EVERYTHING that Luther Branch touched was wont to crumble 
in his hands like so much desiccated clay. It had always been like that. 
He was barely able to keep himself alive, and his clothes were always 
in rags. But no man could truthfully say that Luther had not tried 
and was not still trying to make a decent living. He worked harder, 
day in and day out, than any other man in town. 

Several years before, one of his efforts to get ahead had been selling 
firv, insurance to storekeepers and house-owners. He failed in that just 
as he did in everything else he tried to do. It looked as though it were 
impossible for him to make a dollar. 

Once, while he was trying his best to sell insurance, somebody came 
right out and told Luther that he was not suited to that line of work. 

“Luther/’ the man said, “I can’t buy fire protection from you. You 
don’t look like an insurance man.” 

There was nothing Luther could say, because he knew he did not 
look like the other men who sold insurance, And, for that matter, he 
knew he did not look like anvone else in t** n. 

“That's the whole trouble, Luther. You don t look like an insurance 
man ought to look.” 

“What do I look like, then?” Luther asked. 

“I’ll be jumped if I know, Luther. If I could see you in the right 
job, I’d know for sure; but to save my life I can’t figure you out. I 
suppose you just look like yourself.” 

Luther Branch did look like himself. Everybody had been saying 
that since he was a boy, and now that he was past forty, that was all 
there was to it. 

He went into Ben Howards grocery store early one morning to 
have a word with Ben. He had been going in there for the past ten 
or fifteen years to see if Ben had anything to tell him. Ben told him 
that he ought to start out that same hour and try every kind of known 
way there was to make money, and to jump from one to the other 
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just as fast as he discovered that he was not suited to a particular line 
of work. 

“It’s the only way I know to tell you how to do,” Ben said. “I’ve 
known you all my life, and we live on the same street, and go to the 
same church every Sunday, and I want to do everything possible to 
help you. I’ve always tried to be your friend. That’s why I say the best 
thing to do is to try everything there is until you find the work you 
were cut out for. If I could think of a better scheme, I’d certainly tell 
you about it the minute I heard about it.” 

“I guess I’ll try selling fruit from door to door,” Luther said. “It 
might just as well be that as anything else. It’s one line I haven’t tried 
yet. I’ll sell fruit.” 

He went home and got out a push-cart from under the shed and 
bought it full of oranges and tangerines and grapefruit. He started out 
trying to sell fruit. 

At the first house he stopped he hesitated for a moment at the door 
before ringing the bell. He had suddenly had a feeling that fruit-selling 
was not his life-work, either. He started to turn around and go back 
home without even making an effort to sell anything. He would take 
the fruit back to the store where he had got it on credit and turn it 
all back.. 

“Good morning, Mr. Branch,” somebody said. 

He was half-way down the steps when he heard the woman speak- 
ing to him. He stopped and looked around at her standing in the 
doorway. 

“What have you for sale today, Mr. Branch?” she asked pleasantly. 

“Fruit, Mrs. Todd,” he answered. 

“What kind of fruit? Citrous?” 

Luther knew by the tone of Mrs. Todd’s voice that she was in the 
market for citrous fruit. He felt better then, because he was certain 
he wpuld be able to make a sale. He ran out to the street and brought 
back several baskets and set them down in front of her on the porch. 
He stepped back, taking off his hat, and waited for her to select the 
fruit she wished to buy. 

“The oranges are nice-looking,” Mrs. Todd said, rolling one in her 
hand. “And I’ve been looking for some large juicy grapefruit. How 
much are they, Mr. Branch?” 
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“The grapefruit arc . . 

She looked up at Luther then, waiting for him to quote prices to 
her. Their eyes met for a second, and Luther choked on something in 
his throat. He coughed and rubbed his neck, but he could not force 
a single word from his lips after that. Mrs. Todd had averted her eyes, 
but she looked up into his face again. He knew at that moment that it 
was hopeless. It had always been like that. It did not matter whether 
it was insurance, fruit, soap, china doorknobs, or second-hancj auto- 
mobiles that he was attempting to sell. When people stopped and 
looked at him, the deal was off. He had never yet looked like the thing 
he was trying to sell. 

There was a long period of silence when nothing was said. Mrs. 
Todd stepped back towards the door, glancing at Luther. Luther 
picked up the baskets and backed down the steps in the direction of 
the push-cart in the street. By the time he had reached it, the woman 
had gone into the house and had closed the door behind her. 

On the way home with the empty cart, after having returned the 
unsold fruit to the store, Luther felt as if there was not any use in his 
trying to make a living any longer. The best thing for him to do, he 
told himself, was to apply for admittance to the county poor farm. 
That was all that was left for him to do. He was ready to quit after 
almost a lifetime of trying to make a living. 

The next day he stopped at Ben Howard s * ore for a moment. Ben 
was busy at the time, but he motioned to Luther to wait until he was 
free. Luther waited until the customer had left the store, and Ben 
came up to him in front of the candy counter. 

“How did you make out selling oranges and grapefruit yesterday, 
Luther ?” 

Luther shook his head, allowing it to fall forward until his eye$ 
were staring at the oiled floor at Ben’s feet. 

He was getting ready to tell Ben that he had decided to go to the 
county poor farm when Ben slapped him heavflv on the shoulder, 
causing him to forget what he iad in mind to say. 

“Now, Luther, you might think it was none of my business again, 
but I’m your friend and I want to help. This is what I’ve got to say, 
Luther. I’ve thought of something else for you to try. Go get your- 
self a ” 
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Somebody burst through the door, throwing it wide open, and ran 
up to the counter where Ben and Luther were standing. 

“What’s the trouble, Henry?” Ben asked as soon as he could see 
who it was. “You ran in here like something was after you behind. 
What’s the matter?” 

“I’ve got to find somebody quick to butcher a hog for me, Ben. One 
of my five-hundred-pounders broke out of the barn and got run over 
in the street by a truck just a few minutes ago. I’ve got to find some- 
body to butcher it for me right away. The weather’s too hot for me 
to waste any time over it. Who can I get to help me?” 

“Why don’t you get Jim Hall, down at the market, to do it for 
you, Henry?” Ben said. “That’s his trade.” 

“I just now spoke to Jim, but he’s all alone in the market today, 
and he can’t close up. I’ve got to find somebody else. I’ve got to have 
a man in a hurry. He needn’t be a finished butcher, because I can help 
do some of the work myself. But I need somebody to pitch in right 
away!” 

Luther started for the door, leaving them both silent while they 
searched their minds for a butcher. Just as he got to the door, Ben 
caught up with him. 

“Looks like you ought to know somebody in town, Luther, who 
could help Henry with his hog.” 

Henry came forward and stared Luther in the face. His mouth hung 
open for several moments while he stared. Ben, too, had begun to 
stare at Luther by that time. Luther looked from one to the other 
bewilderedly. He thought they were going to accuse him of having 
run down the fattening hog and killed it. 

“Well, I’ll be a son of a gun!” Henry said, stepping back to survey 
Luther from head to toe. “I’ll be a son of a gun if I won’t!” 

Luther stood at the door, not knowing what to do. He waited for 
on<j of them to say what it was that had caused them both to stare 
at him so hard. 

Presently, Henry glanced at Ben and walked up to Luther, putting 
his hand on his shoulder. 

“You’re the man, Luther. I’ll be a son of a gun if you aren’t.” 

“He’s right, Luther,” Ben said. “Henry’s dead right. You’re the 
man.” 



THE MAN WHO LOOKED LIKE HIMSELF 489 

Luther started to protest. 

“I didn’t run over a hog in the street, Ben. I don’t even own a 
truck. And you know good and well I couldn’t even kill a chicken 
with that little push-cart of mine.” 

“No! No! Luther,” Henry protested. “I didn’t try to accuse you of 
killing my hog. You’re all mixed up. You’re the man I’m looking for 
to butcher it for me. Why, Luther, you even look like a butcher!” 

Both men had become excited. 

“All your troubles are over now, Luther,” Ben said. “You won’t 
have to worry again for the rest of your life. You’ll own your own 
market before the year is out, and everybody in town will be buying 
their meat from you. It’s going to be hard on Jim Hall, but there’s no 
help for that. Maybe, after you get started, you can hire Jim to help 
yi u. But don’t let him stay up front. It’s your place to stay up front 
in full view where the people can see you.” 

Henry was nodding lus head emphatically. 

“When people buy something, Luther,” Henry said, “they want the 
man who’s selling it to look like the thing they’re buying. It hasn’t 
failed to he true since the woild began.” 

“But I haven’t any money to start a meat market,” Luther protested. 

“You let me take care of that part,*’ Ben said. “You don’t have to 
worry about anything any more. You just stay like you arc.” 

Luther shoved his hands dn p into his p kets where lus gripped 
fingers would be safe from sight. He was evc;i trembling a little. 

“Why didn’t you tell me that hciorc Ben?” he asked shakily. 
“Here I am, past forty years old, and I’ve been a failure all mv life. 
If I had known about that twenty years ago, I wouldn’t be in the fix 
I’m in now. Whv didn’t you say it sooner?” 

“I didn’t know it mvsclf, Luther, till just ,.ow when Henry started 
talking about a butcher. 1 suppose it needed just something like what 
Henry said to bring it out. But there’s no mistaking it now, Luther 
I know what I see when I see it.” 

Henry went to the door. 

“Let’s hurry, Luther. We’ve got to get that hog quartered before 
night.” 

Luther went out on the sidewalk in front of the store and stopped to 
look across the street towards Jim Hall’s meat market. His head went 
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up erectly, his shoulders went back, and his thick, heavy body stif- 
fened. He was still looking at the market when Henry caught him by 
the sleeve and pulled him up the street. 

As they turned the corner, Luther looked back over his shoulder 
once more, and then he started walking briskly up the street with 
Henry at his side. He was walking so fast by that time that Henry 
was finding it difficult to keep up with him. 



THE PEOPLES CHOICE 


Once, many years ago, there was a critic who did not 
begin every review he wrote by saying that the author 
exaggerated his material and that his characters were 
not true to life. However, this method of criticism was 
so unconventional that readers believed the critic was 
pulling their legs, and his boss had to let him go. The 
damage had already been done, f 'tough, and readers 
quickly got into the habit of going out and having fun, 
instead of reading about it in books, moral: Literature 
would be exceedingly dull Stuff if Authors did not try 
to Improve upon Nature. 




THE PEOPLE'S CHOICE 


(jus was leaning against the fount in the drug store Saturday 
morning when Ed Wright, one of the elders, c«me in and told Gus 
that the church had made him a deacon. Laying aside the election 
itself, that was the first of the blunders that were made between then 
and noon Sunday; Ed Wright should have had the sense not to notify 
Gus of the election until about midnight Saturday, or better still, until 
just before preaching-time Sunday morning. All the blame for what 
took place cannot be put oil on Ed, though; Gus Strectman should 
be held just as responsible for what happened as anyone else in town. 

After Ed had told Gus about the church election, Gus just stood 
there looking at Ed and at the boy behind the fount lor several min- 
utes. He was feeling so good about it, he didn’t know what to say. He 
was as pleased about it as he ever was when he heard the county 
returns on election-night, 

“You’re a deacon now, Gus,” Ed said, leaning against the fount and 
waiting for Gus to set him up. “Don’t let the boys in the back seats 
slip any suspender buttons over on you.” 

“You know, Ed,” he said, “I’d rather be elected deacon in the church 
than to get any other office in the couiry— except tax assessor. By 
George, it’s a big thing to be a deacon in the chinch ” 

Gus was ihc county tax assessor. He had held the office against all 
opposition for the past ten or fifteen years, and, from the way things 
looked then, he would continue being the assessor as long as men 
went to the polls and saw Gus Strectman’s name printed on the ballot. 

“Well, Gus,” Ed said, “everybody’s glad about it, too. There wasn’t 
any doubt about you being elected after your nairK was put up. It was 
unanimous, too.” 

Gus was feeling so good he didn’t know what to say. He waited for 
Ed to tell him more about the election, when the minister and all the 
elders voted for him; but Ed was licking the corners of his mouth for 
n drink. 
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“Let’s have a drink, Gus,” he suggested. 

“Oh, sure, sure!” Gus said, waking up. “What’ll you have, Ed?” 

“Make mine a lime-coke,” he told the boy behind the fount. 

“Give me another coke, son,” Gus said, “with three big squirts of 
ammonia.” 

That was the fifth coke-and-ammonia Gus had drunk since eight- 
thirty that morning, and it was still two hours until noon. 

He and Ed stood at the fount drinking their Coca-Colas silently. 
Gus was busy thinking about his election as a deacon, and he was too 
busy thinking about it to say anything. After a while, Ed said he had 
to hurry back to the hardware store to see if any customers had come 
in, and he left Gus leaning against the fount drinking his coke-and- 
ammonia. 

“You’ll have to help take up the collection tomorrow morning, Gus,” 
Ed said at the door. “You’d better wear some shoes that don’t squeak 
so much, because everybody will be looking at you.” 

“Oh, sure, sure,” Gus said. “I’ll be there all right. I’m a deacon 
now.” 

Gus was so busy thinking about his being a deacon in the church 
that he hardly knew what he was saying, or what Ed was talking 
about. He was busy thinking about celebrating in some way, too. He 
had never won an election yet that he hadn’t celebrated, and he was 
just as proud o i being a deacon as he was of being county tax assessor. 
He walked out of the drug store and started for the barbershop. 

In the back room of the barbershop there was a little closet where 
he kept some of his corn and gin. He intended making the celebra- 
tion this time as big as, or bigger than, any he had ever undertaken 
before. Usually, he had the chance to celebrate only each four years, 
when he was re-elected tax assessor, and this was an extra time, like 
an unexpected holiday. 

Popple said that Gus Streetman was as big-hearted as a man can be, 
and that a man just couldn’t help liking him. You could walk up to 
Gus on the street on a Saturday afternoon and ask Gus for anything 
you wished, and Gus would give it to you if he had it or if he knew 
where he could lay his hands on it. You could ask Gus to lend you 
his new automobile to take a ride out to the country in, and Gus 
would slao his hand on your shoulder, just as if you were doing him 
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a big favor, and say: “Oh, sure, sure! Go ahead and use it, Joe. Why, 
by George, all I’ve got in the world is yours for the asking. Sure, go 
ahead and drive it all you want, Joe.” 

After you had thanked Gus for the use of his new automobile, he 
would silence you and say: “Now, don’t start talking like that, Joe. 
You make me think I ain’t doing enough for you. Drive down to the 
filling station and fill her up with gas, and charge it to me. Just tell 
Dick I said to make out a ticket for whatever you want, and I’ll come 
by and take it up the first of the week.” 

That’s how Gus Streetman was about everything. It never mattered 
to him what a man wished. If you thought you would like to have 
something, all you had to do was to ask Gus, and if he had it, or knew 
where he could lay his hands on it, it was yours until you got good 
and ready to hand it back to him. Sometimes people took advantage 
of Gus, but not often. Nearly everyone knew where to draw the line, 
and he had so many friends to look out for him that he was taken 
care of. In the spring of that year Vance Young had stopped Gus one 
morning and saicj he was going up to Atlanta that week-end on a 
short business trip and that he would like to take Gus’s wife along 
for company. Gus told him to go ahead and take her along, and he 
meant it, too; but just before train-time somebody broke down and 
told Gus that Vance was only fooling, and it turned out to be a joke 
the barbershop crowd was playing on him. 

That was one of the main reasons why Gus got re-elected tax 
assessor time after time. He had been tax assessor for about fifteen 
years already, and no man who had ever tried to run against Gus in 
the primaries had a dog’s chance of taking the office away from him. 
Just before a primary, Gus would load his automobile up with three 
or four dozen of those big Senator Watson watermelons, and start out 
electioneering. He would come to a house beside the road, stop, and 
get out carrying two of those big melons under his arms. When he 
reached the front porch, he wo Id roll the Senator Watsons up to the 
door and take out his pearl-handled pocketknife and rap on the boards 
until somebody came out. 

“Well, how’s everything, Harry?” Gus would say, thumping the 
Senator Watsons with his knuckles, and cocking his head sideway* to 
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hear the thump ! thump! “How are you satisfied with your tax assess- 
ment, Harry?” 

Nobody was ever satisfied, of course, and that was all there would 
be to Gus getting another vote for the primary. Being a Democrat, he 
never had to worry about the Republicans at election time. The lily- 
whites never bothered with county politics; the mail carriers knew 
perfectly well which side their bread was buttered on. 

“Reckon we can get the assessment changed, Gus?” the man would 
say. 

Gus would never answer that question, because by that time he 
was always busy splitting open one of those big Senator Watsons. 
When he had got the heart cut out, and had passed it around, he 
would wipe the blade of his pearl-handled knife on his pants-leg and 
shake hands all around. 

“We need a little rain, don’t we?” Gus would say, starting back to 
the road where Ins car was. “Maybe we’ll get a shower before sun- 
down.” 

That’s how Gus got elected county tax assessor the first time, and 
that’s how he was re-elected every four years following. He nevei 
made any promises; therefore he never violated any. But he got the 
votes, nearly all there were in the whole county. 

When Gus had first started out to be elected deacon, he went about 
his campaign the same way he did when he was running for political 
office. He filled up the minister on those lug Senator Watsons, day 
after day, and all the ciders, too. When the church election was held 
during the last week in July, Gus's name was the first one put up for 
deacon, and there was only one ballot taken. Gus got all the votes. 

But when Gus wasn’t canvassing for votes, political or otherwise, 
and when he wasn't out in some part of the county assessing property, 
he was usually drinking corn and gin. He kept a store of it in the back 
roojn of the barbershop, another supply in the garage at home where 
his wife wouldn’t be likely to find it, and a third one at the court- 
house, in the coal box in his office, where he could reach it at any 
time of the day or night. 

Gus never got too drunk to walk; that is to say, Fred Jones, the 
marshal, never had to lock him up. Gus was always on his feet, no 
matter how much he had been drinking, or for how long a time. He 
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could hold his corn and gin with never an outward sign of drunken- 
ness, unless you happened to look him in his eyes, or to measure his 
stride. 

That Saturday morning, though, after Ed Wright had notified hint 
of the election, Gus went down to the barbershop and cleaned out all 
his liquor there, and then he walked over to the courthouse and 
started on the bottles he kept in the coal box in his office on the second 
floor. 

Nobody saw much of him again that day, until at a little after eight 
o'clock that night when he came out of the courthouse and walked 
across the square for another coke-and-ammonia at the fount in the 
drug store. Even then nobody paid much attention to Gus, because he 
was walking in fairly even strides, and he wasn’t talking unduly loud 
for a Saturday night. The marshal watched Gus for a few minutes, 
and then left the square and went back down the alley to pick up a 
few more drunks in from of the Negro fish houses for the lock-up. 

There had been a traveling carnival in town all that week, and 
nearly everyone wjent to the show grounds that night to see the car- 
nival close up and move off to the next town. Gus started out there 
with two or three of his friends at about ten-thirty or eleven. All of 
them were well liquored, and Gus was shining. When they got to the 
show grounds, Gus started out to wind up his celebration. He let 
loose that Saturday night. lie took in all the ide shows, and he had 
a big crowd of men and bovs following him around the grounds, 
whooping it up with him. 

Just before midnight, when the carnival was getting ready to close 
and move on to the next town down the road, Gus saw a show he 
had missed. It was a little tent off to itself with a big red-painted 
picture of a girl, pretty much naked, dancing on it. There was no 
name on the show, as there were on the others, but down in one cor- 
ner of the big red picture, just under the girl’s fc t, was a little sign 
that said: For Men Only . 

As soon as somebody told Gus it was a hoochic-coochie show, he 
dashed for it, pushing people out of his way right and left. He ran up 
to the ticket seller, bought three or four dozen tickets, and waved his 
arms at everybody who wished to go in with him and sec the show. 
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After they had crowded inside, the show went to pieces so quickly 
that no one knew what had happened. 

Nobody yet tells exactly what Gus said or did when he got inside 
with the hoochie-coochie girl, but whatever it was, the show was a 
complete wreck inside of two minutes. It might have been Gus who 
jerked out the center pole, bringing the tent down on top of every- 
body, and it might not have been Gus who grabbed the girl around 
her waist and made her yell as though she were being squeezed to 
death by a maniac. But anyway, the tent came down; the dancer 
yelled and screamed, first for help, next for mercy; the ticket seller 
shouted for the stake-drivers; and some fool down under the tent 
struck a match to the canvas. When the crowd got the blazing tent 
off the girl and the bunch of men, they found her and Gus down on 
the bottom of the pile struggling with each other. Fred Jones, the 
marshal, came running up just then all excited, deputizing citizens 
right and left, and got everybody herded out of the show grounds and 
closed up the carnival. 

What happened to Gus after that, nobody knows exactly, because 
some of his friends pried him loose from the little dark-skinned 
hoochie-coochie dancer, and carried him away in an automobile to 
cool off. Later that night they brought him back to town and locked 
him in the barbershop so he couldn’t get out where the marshal was 
certain to get him if he showed himself on the street again that night. 

Gus didn’t go home to his wife that night, because he was in the 
back room of the barbershop pulling on two or three new bottles at 
three o'clock when the rest of the crowd decided it was time to call 
it a night and to go home and get some sleep. They locked Gus in 
the back room to sleep it off. 

Early the next morning, Clyde Young, the barber, went down and 
shaved Gus and patched up his clothes a little; and at about eleven- 
ten or fifteen minutes before the sermon at the church was ‘due 
to end, Gus walked in and sat down in a rear pew. 

Gus was supposed to be there, all right, because he was a deacon 
theft, and it was his duty to help take up the morning offering. But 
Gus was not supposed to be there in the shape he was in, all liquored 
up again fresh that morning in the barbershop. Clyde Young had 
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brought Gus an eye-opener when he went down to shave him and to 
get him ready to take up collection at the church. 

Nobody paid much attention to Gus when he walked into the 
church and took a seat in the back. The minister saw Gus, and like- 
wise a dozen or more of the congregation who turned around to see 
who was coming to church so late. But nobody knew the condition 
Gus was in. He did not show it any more than he ever did. He looked 
to be as sober as the minister himself. 

Gus sat still and quiet in the back of the church until the sermon 
was over. It was then time to take up the morning offering. It was 
customary for the deacons to walk down to the front of the pulpit, 
pick up the collection baskets, take up the money, and then to march 
back down the aisles while one of the women in the choir sang a solo. 

Gus went down and got his basket all right, and took up all the 
money on his side of the aisle without missing a dime. Then, when 
all the deacons had got to the rear of the church, they began march- 
ing in step, slowly, down the aisles towards the pulpit where the 
minister was waiting to say a prayer over the money and to pronounce 
the benediction. The girl singing the solo was supposed to time her- 
self so she would get to the end of the piece just as the deacons laid 
the collection baskets on the table in front of the pulpit. 

Everything worked smoothly enough, until just about the time that 
the rest of the deacons got about halfway dov the aisles on their way 
back to the pulpit. The soloist was standing up in the choir singing 
her piece, the organist was playing the accompaniment, when Gus 
stopped dead in his tracks, playing havoc with all the ritual. 

The elders and the minister should have had better sense than to 
have made Gus Streetman a deacon, to begin with; but Gus had car- 
ried them off their feet, just as he did the voters when he was can- 
vassing for re-election for county tax assessor. It wasn’t Gus’s fault 
any more than it was the fault of the people who made him a deacon; 
they were the ones upon whom most of the blame should be put. And 
on the other hand, even if he was to be a deacon, somebody connected 
with the church should have hunted up Gus that morning before 
preaching started and made sure that he was in condition to enter a 
house of worship. But things were never done that way. People liked 
Gus, and they let him do as he pleased. 
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When Gus came stomping down the aisle that morning, rattling the 
collection basket as though he were warming up a crap game, he was 
as drunk as a horse-trader on court-day. But it was the people’s fault; 
they should never have made Gus a deacon to begin with, unless some 
arrangement to keep him sober on Sunday was agreed upon. 

Gus was standing there in the aisle by himself. The other deacons 
had marched down to the table in front of the pulpit, glancing back 
over their shoulders to see what the matter was with Gus, but scared 
to go back and get him. They didn’t know what he might say or do 
if they tried to make him follow them. 

By that time, the church was rank with the smell of Gus’s liquor, 
and all the people were sniffing the air, and turning around in their 
pews to look at him. Gus was staring at the girl singing the solo in 
the choir, and shaking the dimes and quarters in the collection basket 
as if it had been a kitty-pot in a Saturday night crap game in the 
barbershop. 

Then, suddenly, Gus shouted. He must have been heard all the 
way across town in the Baptist church, disrupting tfieir service, too. 

“Shake it up!” Gus yelled at the girl singing the solo. 

The church was buzzing like a beehive in no time. The congrega- 
tion was standing up, sniffing Gus’s whisky-smell; the organist 
stopped playing the accompaniment for the solo, the girl stopped sing- 
ing, and everybody, including the minister, was staring open-mouthed 
at Gus Streetman. During all that time, Gus was standing there in the 
aisle rattling the money and looking at the soloist. It was a strange 
thing to happen, but she did look a lot like the hoochie-coochie dancer 
with the carnival. 

When everybody was hoping that the worst was over, Gus shouted 
again. 

“Shake it up!” he yelled at the girl. “Shake it up, Baby!” 

I^iarly everyone in the church knew what Gus was talking about, 
because most of the men had been to the show grounds the week 
before, and either had seen, or had been told about the little brown- 
skinned hoochie-coochie dancer in the tent for men only, and all the 
women, of course, had heard about her. 

Gus was getting ready to yell again, and maybe do something shock- 
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ing, but before he could do it, a bunch of the elders and deacons 
jumped on him and hustled him out of the church in a hurry. 

The minister pronounced a hurried and short benediction, and ran 
out the back door and around to the street to see what was happen- 
ing to Gus in front of the church. 

The elders and deacons hustled Gus into an automobile and drove 
off with him at fifty miles an hour. The minister and the rest of the 
congregation came running down the street behind the car. 

When they reached the jail, nearly everybody in town was down 
there by that time to sec Gus Streetman get locked up. The Baptist 
church had turned out, and all the Baptists were there on their way 
home to see what was taking place. There was a delay of ten or fifteen 
minutes while somebody was going for Fred Jones, the marshal; Fred 
vvasii'i a member of any church, and he was always at home Sunday 
morning reading the Sunday journal and The Atlanta Constitution. 
The marshal had the only key to the jail there was, and Gus couldn’t 
be put inside until he came and unlocked the doors. 

While everybody was standing around looking and talking, Gus 
climbed up on the" radiator of an automobile and held out his hands 
for silence. People standing off at a distance pushed closer, saying, 
“Shhh!” in order to hear what Gus was about to say. 

“Citizens of Washington County,” Gus shouted, waving his hands 
and looking the crowd over just as he did wk n he took the stump 
fur the county primary. “Citizens of Washington County, I’m not 
here today to ask you if you are satisfied v, ith your tax assessments; 
Pm not here today, folks, to ask if you believe there is a better man in 
the county than Gus Streetman — citizens of Washington County, I’m 
here today, folks, to ask if you think there's another man in the entire 
county who can increase the membership and attendance and double 
the collection in a church like the man you are now facing!” 

The marshal came running up just then and opened the doors of 
the lock-up. He walked over to the car and jerkc/ Gus down from 
the radiator and hustled him inside the litrle brick building. The crowd 
pressed around the lock-up, trying to sec what Gus looked like on 
the inside. A lot of the ones who were not engaged in pushing and 
shoving and elbowing towards the windows were shouting: “Hooray 
for Gus! Hooray for Gus! Hooray for Gus Streetman!” 
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While the crowd was milling around the windows of the lock-up, 
Gus’s face suddenly appeared behind the bars of one of them. He 
shouted for attention and raised his hands for silence just as if he 
were canvassing the county for the Democratic White Primary. 

“Go home and think it over, folks!” he yelled, “and when election 
day comes around, bring out the family and let’s pile up a landslide 
for Gus Streetman I” 

Somebody in the crowd shouted: “Hooray for Gus!” 

Gus held up his hands again, silencing the crowd outside the 
windows. 

“Vote for Gus Streetman, folks!” he yelled. “Everybody votes for 
Gus Streetman! Gus Streetman for deacon!” 

Just then the marshal came up behind Gus and hustled him away 
from the window and pushed him into one of the lock-up cages. 
After that there was nothing to stay for any longer, because Gus was 
locked out of sight, and the crowd turned away and started home for 
Sunday dinner. Everybody was hoping, though, that Gus would get 
bailed out of the lock-up in time to take up the collection again the 
following week, the second Sunday in August. 
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l once received a flattering offer from a magazine of 
large circulation to write a series of short stories on sub- 
jects to be agreed upon. Or, as the saying goes, " on 
order.” The circumstances did not appeal to me and l 
declined the editor’s invitation. However, the idea of 
writing a story that might appeal to several million 
readers intrigued me as an opportunity for experiment, 
and I set for myself the tas\ of writ:* 7 one fUch piece 
of fiction. First, I eliminated from the field the maga- 
zine that had put the idea into my head, and then I se- 
lected from the remaining five or six large-circulation 
magazines the one which appealed to me most. When 
the story was finished, it was submitted to the editor, 
and promptly accepted. 




HAMRICK'S POLAR BEAR 


After the cold winter was over, most people stopped worrying 
about Hamrick’s polar bear. Just as soon as the sun began glowing 
warm again, and when the buds started swelling, people all over the 
country, both white and colored, laughed about Hamrick’s fooling 
everybody about the bear. It was no joking matter, though, during 
that cold winter. It got so cold that a polar bear was about the only 
animal that could stand being out of doors. It was the coldest winter 
that had ever struck Georgia. 

“Hush!” Doc said. “Folks will believe anything if you tell it to 
them under the precise right circumstance. I’ve got a level head 
myself, and I don’t believe every fool story that comes down the 
road.” 

Doc Barnard was like nearly everyone else after the winter had 
passed. Now that warm spring had come, he was telling one and all 
that he never had believed there was a big white polar bear over at 
Hamrick’s. 

“Hush!” he said. “The first time I heard about that bear, I thought 
then that there was going to be a lot of folks fooled into believing 
that there was a polar bear over there.” 

In April, Hamrick said the bear was still there, and if anybody did 
not want to take his word for it, then all he had to do was go down 
into the woods below his pasture and look. 

Nobody paid much attention to Hamrick, because warm weather 
had started and people had forgotten how cold it had been the past 
winter. They were thinking about fox-hunting then, and fishing* 

During the early part of Maj, early one morning after breakfast, 
the bear stepped up on Mrs. Felix Howard’s kitchen porch. All the 
men had left the house to plow on the other side of the farm, and 
Mrs. Howard was alone. She was sweeping out her kitchen when the 
polar bear came up on her porch. 

She said afterwards that she had a lot on her mind that morning 
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and was busy at the time thinking about some new curtains for her 
parlor. She swept the litter out of the kitchen, through the door, and 
out on the porch. She had just about finished when she saw the big 
white polar bear. 

“Scat!” she said, hitting the bear on the head with her broom. 
“Get off my porch!” 

The bear jumped off the porch, cleared the fence, and ran out of 
sight around the house. He was a big animal, weighing close to three 
hundred pounds, but he was light on his feet. 

Mrs. Howard went back into the kitchen and sat down to think 
about what she was going to cook for dinner. She had got as far as 
boiled onions, when it suddenly dawned upon her that the animal 
she had hit over the head a few minutes before was a bear. 

“My heaven above!” she cried. “Hamrick’s polar bear!” 

She began to scream at the top of her voice while she was running 
through the house and down the road to her brother’s filling-station 
and store. She was breathless when she got there. 

“What’s the matter with you, Emma?” her brother Ed asked her. 
“You act like you saw a ghost, or something.” 

“Hamrick’s polar bear, Ed!” she yelled at him. “The creature came 
up on the' kitchen porch while I was sweeping out, and I hit him over 
the head with che broom.” 

“Doc Barnard says there ain’t no such thing as Hamrick’s polar 
bear, Emma.” 

“You tell Doc Barnard that bear came to my kitchen door, and he 
was as big as a year-old calf.” 

Ed got a shotgun and some shells. 

“You stay here at the store, Emma,” he said uneasily. “I’m going 
over to Hamrick’s.” 

On the way to Hamrick’s he stopped and asked several Negroes if 
rheyAad seen or heard anything of the polar bear. They had all heard 
about the bear, but none of them had seen a trace of the animal. 

Walter Hamrick was sitting in his barn doorway shelling seed-corn 
when Ed got there. 

“Emma came running down to the store a little while ago, saying 
a big white bear was on her kitchen porch,” Ed told Hamrick. “It 
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looks to me like she’s either seeing things, or else that polar bear 
you’ve been telling about all winter is running wild.” 

“He ate a six-months-old calf in the pasture one night last week,” 
Hamrick said. “I didn’t say much about it because people still think 
I’m a liar for ever mentioning that durn bear. I wish you folks would 
quit calling me a liar, and join up with me to track him down and 
shoot him.” 

Ed sat down, watching the shelled corn fall from Hamrick’s hand 
into the bucket. 

“I’ll be dogged if I don’t believe you are right about that bear, after 
all,” Ed told him. “Emma must have seen him, because I’ve never 
seen her so excited before.” 

“That durn bear is hungry,” Hamrick said. “He’s been mostly sleep- 
ing all winter. But now that it’s too warm for him to sleep, he’s want- 
ing a lot to eat. He must have smelled chickens or something at your 
sister’s, to make him go up on her porch like that. Next thing, he’ll 
be killing cows and mules to eat, and humans .” 

Ed got up to go back to the store. 

“How do you figure a polar bear ever got to this part of the coun- 
try?” he asked. 

“I’ve been telling you folks all winter about that durn bear, but 
everybody thinks I’m a liar. Liar or not, I’d sav that (turn bear broke 
away from a circus or carnival iast fall, and lid in the woods. He 
might have even broke loose two or three hundred miles from here, 
and traveled this far before settling dov n to sleep out the cold 
weather.” 

“I’m going over after the Howards, and maybe Doc Barnard,” Ed 
said. “The thing for us to do is to put on a bear-hunt, and stay un it 
till we track the animal down and shoot him.” 

He left Hamrick shelling corn in the barn doorway. On the way 
back to the store, he saw Hunnicut Branch running across his cotton 
field. When Hunnicut saw Ed, he turned and ran to the road to meet 
him. 

“What’s the matter, Hunnicut?” Ed asked him. “See a bear?” 

“I sure did, Mr. Ed!” Hunnicut said, panting. “A great big white 
bear!* A great big polar bear like Mr. Walter Hamrick’s been talking 
about all the past winter!” 
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"Where's the bear now?” 

"My old woman hit him over the head with a stick of stove-wood, 
and that bear lit out for the woods.” 

“It looks like the womenfolks will be the ones to beat that bear to 
death, after ail.” 

"I told my old woman she must have lost her mind to go hitting a 
bear on the head, but she said she was so mad at him for nibbling off 
her sweet-potato vines in the garden that she didn't stop to be scared 
of him.” 

"That bear killed one of Walter Hamrick’s young cows last week,” 
Ed said, "He would make short work of a human.” 

"I reckon he would, Mr. Ed,” Hunnicut said, stepping back and 
looking around behind him. “I sure reckon he would.” 

Ed hurried down the road to his store and filling-station. His sister 
rushed out and met him in the middle of the road. 

"Mrs. Barnard phoned down here just a minute ago and said 
Hamrick’s bear came up to her house. She said she had locked herself 
in the room and was scared to go out. She said something about her 
girls, but she was so excited I couldn't make out what she was trying 
to tell about them.” 

Ed did hot wait to ask any questions. He ran down the road toward 
Doc Barnard’s place. It was about a quarter of a mile away. Once he 
•topped and broke open his shotgun to make certain both barrels were 
loaded. 

When he got to the Barnards', there was not a person to be seen 
anywhere. There was no sign of Hamrick’s polar bear, either. 

He knocked on the door. Presently he heard Mrs. Barnard move 
some chairs aground, and then she raised a window several inches. 

"Where's that bear, Mrs. Barnard?” 

“The good Lord only knows!” she cried out. "Where are my girls?” 

Thf rtwo Barnard sisters, who were between eighteen and twenty, 
were living at home that year. They had taught school for a year or 
two, but the fall before they came back home and were trying to get 
jobs in town. 

"Are Nellie and Gussie in the house, or out?” 

"They were in here until that bear came,” Mrs. Barnard said. "They 
were in their room dressing to go to town, when the bear walked in 
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the house. I guess they jumped through the window, they were that 
scared. Only the good Lord knows what's become of them I” 

Ed went out into the yard to look down the road to see if anybody 
was coming to help look for the bear. He had forgotten to tell Emma 
to phone for help, but he thought she would keep enough of her 
senses to know to do that. He could not see anybody, so he walked 
around the corner of the house, holding the shotgun ready in case he 
saw Hamrick's polar bear. 

The whole back yard was covered with white and red chicken feath- 
ers. It looked as if somebody had ripped open two or three feather 
beds and thrown the feathers into the yard. Hamrick’s bear had 
cleaned out the chicken-yard. By the looks of the feathers blowing 
around the yard, he must have killed and eaten twenty or twenty-five 
hens and pullets. 

Ed found what he believed were bear-tracks leading across the cot- 
ton field toward a little grove of woods three or four hundred yards 
away. The ground was soft, and the bear was easy to track. 

He had just got to a thicket at the edge of the grove when he heard 
a rustling of some kind. He threw his gun to his shoulder, ready to 
take aim the second the bear reared up and showed himself. 

“Don’t shoot, Mr. Ed!” somebody yelled at him. “Please don't shoot 
me!” 

Ed dropped the gun a little. 

“Who’s that?” 

“It’s me, Mr. Ed! It’s Hunnicut Branch!” 

“What’s the matter, Hunnicut?” 

“I'm just near about scared to death, Mr. Ed!” 

Ed dropped the gun-butt on the ground and tried to see Hunnicut 
through the thicket. The Negro was crouching on his knees in the 
thicket, holding onto a sapling. 

“What scared you?” Ed asked him. 

“That great big white polar bear again, Mr. Ed! That polar bear 
scared me!” 

“Where did you see him this time?” 

“Right here! Right in here! Here in this thicket, Mr. Ed. I saw him 
loping across the field from Mr. Barnard's house, and I ran and hid 
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in this here thicket. First thing I know, he was in here too! He 
wrestled me!” 

‘'Wrestled you!” 

“He sure did! That was the wrestlingest bear I ever heard about. 
He didn’t appear to be hungry to eat me at all — just playful, like he 
had been used to it all his life. He came in here and put those long 
paws around me and made me wrestle. I didn’t want to wrestle a bit, 
but he made me wrestle!” 

“You’re a liar, Hunnicut,” Ed said. “You’re a big black liar.” 

“I swear I’m telling you the truth, Mr. Ed,” Hunnicut pleaded. 
“You know I wouldn’t want to lie to you. That bear made me wrestle 
with him until he got me down on my back, and then he stood up on 
his hind legs and held one of his paws up in the air just like the real 
wrestlers do in town when one of them wins.” 

Ed pushed through the thicket until he found where the brush had 
been flattened down and broken off. 

“You go get all the Howards, Hunnicut, and tell Miss Emma at 
the store to phone everybody she can think of to come help track 
down that bear.” 

When Ed left the thicket, he followed a log road running down the 
side of the hill. At the edge of the clearing at the bottom was a field 
house. There Was not a sound anywhere about the field house, but he 
thought he ought to look inside while he was there. He stuck his 
head inside, and fell back three or four steps before he could catch 
his balance. 

“What’s — who’s — ?” he stammered. 

Presently the older Barnard girl peeped around the corner of the 
opening. She drew her head back out of sight. 

“Is that you, Nellie?” he asked. “Who’s that with you?” 

Gussie peeped around the corner. 

“Did the bear chase you girls in there?” 

“He certainly did,” Nellie said. “We’d still be running if he hadn’t 
turned around and gone back into the cornfield.” 

“Well, come, on out,” Ed told them. “You can go home now. 
There’s nothing to be scared of. I’m after the bear to shoot him.” 
“We can’t,” Nellie said faindy. 

“Why can’t you?” 
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“The bear came in the house while we were dressing, and we didn’t 
have time to get our clothes on.” 

“Well,” he told them, “you’ll either just have to stay here till some- 
body brings you something to put on, or else go back without any- 
thing. I don’t have anything to spare, or I’d share with you.” 

He turned and walked across the cornfield, looking in the soft earth 
for tracks of the bear. When he was a hundred feet away, he glanced 
back over his shoulder at the field house. 

“That field house hasn’t got a sign of a door on it, Nellie,” he 
called. “And if that polar bear should take it into his head to come 
back this way, there wouldn’t be a thing to keep him from coming 
inside.” 

He started out across the cornfield again. Suddenly he heard a com- 
motion behind him. Turning, he saw Nellie and Gussie flying around 
the corner of the field house, running toward the woods. They did 
not have a stitch of clothes on, except their stockings. Before he could 
bat his eyes, they were out of sight in the woods. 

Part way across the cornfield, he saw the top of a persimmon tree 
shaking violently! He crept forward, gun raised, watching the tree. 
When he was fifteen feet away, he saw Hamrick’s polar bear near the 
top with his forelegs around the tree, shaking it with all his might. 
The bear acted as if he had climbed up and eaten a green persimmon, 
and had got so mad he was trying to shake all * green ones down. 

Ed leveled his gun, but just then the bear saw him and slid down 
to the ground a few feet from Ed. Ed found the bead just in time to 
pull the trigger before the bear could plunge for him. 

Nothing happened. Ed pulled the other trigger, and still nothing 
happened. The bear was on him by then, knocking the gun out of his 
hands, and locking his forelegs around him. Ed fell to the ground, 
kicking, yelling, and scratching. The bear was making awful-looking 
faces, as if he were trying to get the taste of green persimmons out of 
his mouth. 

Just when Ed thought his time had come, he happened to think of 
Hunnicut. Ed squirmed around on his back, stretching out his arms 
on the ground. As soon as he did that, the bear rose up on his hind 
legs and* held his right paw high in the air over his head. 
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The Howards, Walter Hamrick, and a lot of others were running 
across the cornfield toward him. Ed got to his feet, waving his arms 
and yelling for them not to shoot. Taking off his belt, Ed looped it 
around the bear’s neck and led him toward the men. 

“All he wanted was somebody to wrestle with him,” Ed said, push- 
ing their guns aside. “He’s a trained, wrestling bear. He won’t hurt 
anybody. If he’s fed, and wrestled with one in a while, he’ll be as 
gentle as you please. I reckon he must have been starved for something 
to eat, and a little wrestling.” 

The crowd stared after Ed, not knowing what to say. Ed led the 
way toward the road with his belt looped around the bear’s neck. 
Hamrick’s polar bear trotted along beside him, as meek as a kitten. 
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The tough thing about being a u/riter is that the wor l( 
forces you to mix with a lot of literary guys. For the 
sake of appearances you have to attend a cocktail party 
once or twice a year and spend several hours in the 
company of critics and radio script- writers and people 
who read boo\s. All of them speak a gibberish that 
only literary guys seem to be privy to, and at is not 
until you have given yourself a thorough cleaning you 
are able to get back on your feet and walk with your 
head up like a human being. 




THE SHOOTING 


Somebody fired a pistol two or three times, and the reports shook 
dust loose from the canned goods on the grocery shelves and woke up 
some of the flies in the display windows. 

There had not been so much excitement in town since the morn- 


ing three years before when the bloodhounds tracked the post-office 
robbers to the vestry of the Methodist church. 

The sound of the pistol shots was still ringing in people’s ears when 
two or three dozen men and boys burst out of the stores and pool- 
rooms and made a bee-line for the center of the square, where they 
could see what was going on. When they got there, most of them were 
in such a hurry to see something happen that they began running 
around in circles trying to find it. 

“I’d swear that was a .45 that went off,” somebody said. “But I don’t 
know a single soul in town who owns anything better than a .38.” 

Just then a man ran out of the building between the bank and the 
barbershop, and some of the boys followed him hrottgh the square 
until he stopped, with his back against the brick wall, in front of the 
drug store. The building he had run out of was a walk-up hotel with 
a lot of dead flies in the front windows. 


Either somebody had telephoned him, or else he had heard the 
shooting all the way at home, because it was not more than three or 
four minutes before Toy Shaw, the town marshal, came running down 
the street with his suspenders hanging loose. 

“It’s still pretty early in the day for anybody to be practicing with 
a gun, or even playing with it,” somebody said. “I know I never got 
up after breakfast to do anything like that.” 

By that time the housewives who had been downtown doing early 
shopping were slipping out the back doors of the grocery stores and 
trying to get home before any more shooting took place. A lot of them 
always wore boudoir caps when they came down to the stores around 
nine and ten o’clock to do the buying for the day, and it was a pecul- 
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iar sight to see them tiptoeing through the back alleyways with a bag 
of groceries in one hand and their skirts held high with the other. 

#Toy Shaw ran up to the crowd in the square, pulling oui his 
revolver and pinning his marshal's badge on his shirt at the same 
time. 

“What’s all this shooting about?” Toy said, puffing and blowing. 

Somebody pointed at the man across the square against the drug- 
store brick wall. Nobody remembered ever seeing him before, but he 
looked a lot like most of the fruit-tree salesmen who came through 
the country about that time of the year. 

“I don't know who did the shooting,” the fellow said, “but that's 
the one who did the running.” 

“Has he got a gun on him?” Toy asked. 

Nobody knew about that. They kept on shaking % their heads. 

"Well, then,” Toy said, putting his gun away and moving his badge 
to the other side of his shirt. “There's nothing to be scared about." 

Just then, when the crowd started to follow Toy over to the drug 
store, a woman ran down the stairs of the walk-up hotel and dashed 
into the street. 

People everywhere scurried into the buildings. When the barber 
shop was full, they began crowding into the bank and poolroom. 

The woman* who really did not look to be more than an eighteen- 
year-old girl, had a long-barrel, blue-steel revolver. 

Somebody nudged Toy Shaw, and Toy stuck his head out the 
barber-shop door and ordered her to disarm herself. 

"Pitch that gun on the ground, lady," he said, ducking back inside. 

The girl leveled the pistol at the wall of the barber shop and fired it 
stiff-armed. The pistol recoiled so strongly that she almost toppled 
over backward. After a while she took her finger out of her ear and 
looked all around to see if she had hit anybody or anything. 

"Whaijs the matter, Toy?” somebody asked him. "You ain’t scared 
to disarm a woman, are you?” 

Toy pulled up his suspenders and looped them over his shouiders. 

"That’s one of these gunwomen,” he said, keeping back out of 
sight. 

"Shucks, Toy," somebody said, “she’s just a girl. She couldn’t hit a 
barn door * 
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Toy stuck his head through the door once more, and drew it back 
after he had taken a hasty look outside. 

“It’s funny the way a woman thinks about a gun before she does 
anything else when she gets a little peeved about something or othe^” 
he said. “It looks like men wouW’ve learned by this time that it don’t 
pay to leave firearms laying around where their womenfolks can by 
hold of them.” 

The man across the square had not moved an inch the whole time. 
He was as motionless as a telephone pole against the drug-store wall. 

“What kind of a marshal are you, anyway, Toy,” a fellow said, “if 
you’re scared to disarm a woman?” 

“I don’t remember that being in the bargain,” Toy said. “When I 
took the oath, it only mentioned armed housebreakers and bank- 
robbers and other men. It didn’t say a single word about these gun- 
women.” 

The girl backed across the street, still searching the doorways and 
windows with her eyes for the man who had run out of the walk-up 
hotel. When she got to the center of the square, she turned around 
for the first time ^nd saw the man backed up against the drug-store 
wall. He looked too scared even to turn and run out of sight. 

“Now’s your chance, Toy,” somebody said, shoving him to the door. 
“Go on out there and slip up behind on her, and she’ll never know 
what grabbed her.” # 

Toy tried to stay where he was for the present, !,ut the crowd kept 
on shoving and pushing, and he found himself outside in the street. 
Somebody slammed the door shut, and unless he turned tail and ran, 
there was nothing he could do but go in the direction of the girl. 

He tiptoed across the street behind her, trying not to make a sound. 
With every step he took, she took one in the same direction. For a 
while he did not gain a single inch on her. When she stopped a 
moment to pull up her stocking, Toy went a little faster. 

Just when he was within twenty feet of her, one of the foxhounds 
that had been asleep under the water-oak t tee woke up, scared to 
death by all the silence around town, and howled. 

The girl was as scared as the hound, or Toy, or anyone else. She 
turned around to see what had happened. 

“DonVshoot, lady,” Toy begged. “Don’t shoot, whatever you do!” 
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The girl stuck her finger into her ear and fired in Toy’s direction. 
The bullet zipped through the leaves and branches of the tree over 
his head. 

“I never shot at a lady in all my life,” Toy said, his voice shaking 
and thin. “And, lady, I sure don’t w&nt to have to do it now.” 

He pointed at his marshal’s badge on his shirt without taking his 
eyes from her. 

“Lady,” he said, “whatever you do do, don’t shoot that gun again. 
It’s against the ordinance to fire off a gun inside the town limits.” 

The girl flared up. 

“Shut your mouth!” she cried. “Don’t you try to tell me what to 
do!” 

Toy glanced behind him to see if any of the crowd was close enough 
to have heard what she said to him. 

“Lady,” he said, “I’m just telling you that you’re going to have that 
thing all shot out in another minute or two, and then what are you 
going to do?” 

The girl turned her back on Toy and ran towards the man in front 
of the drug store. Toy went after her, hoping to be able to stop a 
murder, if he could get there in plenty of time. 

The man was too scared to move an inch, even to save his life. He 
looked as if 'he would have given anything he had to be able to run, 
but it was easy to see that he could not move his feet an inch in any 
direction. 

The girl leveled the gun at the trembling man’s chest. 

“Don’t shoot him!” Toy yelled at her. “Shoot up in the air!” 

The girl pointed the gun into the sky and fired the remaining bul- 
lets. When the hammer clicked on an empty chamber, she dropped 
the revolver at her feet. 

Toy dashed up and grabbed her around the waist. It looked from 
the other side of the square as if she sort of swooned in Toy’s arms. 
He had^o hold her up when she gave way all at once. 

The man sank to the pavement, beads of perspiration jumping like 
popcorn on his forehead. 

By that time the crowd began pouring out of the stores and running 
across the square. 

Toy dragged the girl to the wall beside the white-faced man, and 
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set her down gently. She fainted away again with her head on the 
man’s shoulder. 

Somebody ran up and slapped Toy on the back. He jumped to his 
feet. 

“I guess we’ve got a pretty brave marshal, after all,” the fellow 
said. “There’s not many men who would walk right out in broad day- 
light and disarm a woman.” 

“It wasn’t anything at all,” Toy said, standing back and letting the 
crowd have a chance to look at him. “It was just as simple as falling 
off a log.” 

The girl began to regain consciousness. She opened her eyes and 
shrank in fright when she saw the crowd of strange men all around 
her. She clutched at the fellow beside her, throwing her arms around 
hi« neck and squeezing him tightly to her. The fellow swallowed 
hard. 

“Are you hurt, honey?” she asked him, turning his face to hers with 
her hands. 

The fellow swallowed hard again. 

Toy pushed his way through the crowd. The men and boys fell 
back to let him pass through. When he got past them, he ran his 
thumbs under his suspender straps and threw them off his shoulders. 

He knew what was coming, and he knew there was nothing he 
could do to stop it. Somebody followed him a fev step's to the corner. 

“You’d better hurry home and rest up a while now, Toy,” the man 
said. “I know you must be all wore out after taking a gun away from 
that thin little girl.” 

The crowd broke out in laughter. The men were soon so noisy he 
could not hear anything more that was said to him. He hurried around 
the corner as fast as he could. 




A SWELL-LOOKING GIRL 


The technique of fiction writing is comparable to the 
dynamics of teetering. T he principle involved is that of 
deftly drawing the reader to his toes and then gently 
setting him . bac!{ on his heels. T he master of the craft 
is able to accomplish this movement in page after page 
until, finally, the reader is so dizzy that merely the sud- 
den cessation of motion is sufficient to send him on his 
way physically reeling and emotionally groggy. 




A SWELL-LOOKING GIRL 


Nothing much ever happened in the upper part of Pine County 
until Lem Johnson went over into the next county and married a 
swell-looking girl named Ozzie Hall. About eight or ten years before 
there had been a shdtgun wedding in the lower part of the county, 
it’s true; but Pine County was so large nobody in the upper part ever 
took much interest in what those countrymen down there were doing. 

Lem Johnson was a farmer. He worked a two-horse crop with a 
Negro called Dan. Lem lived by himself in a four-room house. The 
Negro, Dan, lived across the road in a cabin with his wife and half 
a dozen pickaninnies. Dan, the Negro, worked for Lem on shares. 

When Lem went over into the next county and married Ozzie Hall, 
it was the biggest event that had taken place in the Lucyville section 
of Pine County s/nce anybody could remember. A man could live a 
lifetime and never see a thing like that happen again. She was a 
swell-looking girl, all right. 

Before Lem went over and married Ozzie Hall he was the biggest 
sport in the whole county. He liked to go out w;rh th$ girls and have 
a good time. He had always gone somewhere c' cry Saturday night, 
again all day Sunday, and Sunday night. Sometimes he would drive 
up in front of a girl’s house and call for her. She would come out and 
stand by the buggy while Lem sat back with his feet on the dash- 
board and had a good time with her. Other times he would drive up 
and ask a girl to go riding with him. All the girls liked that, too. 

And all this time Lem was anxious to get married. 

When he went to town on Saturday afternoon, he always said some- 
thing about getting married. The boys teased Lem a lot about want- 
ing to marry a girl. 

“I’m a-rearing to get married,” Lem told them. 

“Want a woman all-time, eh, Lem?” they teased him. 

“That’s right,” he said earnestly, “I don’t want to have to wait all 
week for Sunday.” 
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The boys sat in front of the store and wondered what girl Lem was 
going to marry. 

“Say, Lem,” one of them yelled after him down the road as he was 
leaving, “you ain’t going buggy-riding every night when you get 
married, are you?” 

Everybody whooped and shouted and Lem prodded the mule and 
drove away blushing. 

All the girls in the Lucyville section knew Lem was thinking of 
getting married, too. But Lem did not ask any of them to marry him. 
They were not classy enough to suit him. He wanted a swell-looking 
girl. He had seen pictures of the kind of girl he wanted in the mail- 
order catalogues. 

Lem heard that there was a girl just like he wanted over in the 
next county. One Saturday morning he hitched up the mule and 
drove away. It was late in the afternoon when he got there, but sure 
enough there she was, as classy as any girl he had ever seen in the 
mail-order catalogues. 

Lem got her to marry him right away, and brought her home to 
Pine County Sunday night. 

Ozzie had q lot of fine clothes and silk stockings and she certainly 
was good-looking. And she had a lot of things just like Lem had 
seen in the matt-order catalogues, besides some things he had never 
seen before. 

Lem went right out the first thing and told everybody about Ozzie. 
He told everybody how good-looking she was and how much silk 
underwear she had. 

Right there was where he made the biggest mistake of his life. All 
the boys began coming around at once to take a look at Ozzie, hoping 
to get a chance to see some of the things Lem talked about so much. 
They rod^ up three in a buggy, two on horseback, and a lot of them 
walked. 

Lem took Ozzie out on the front porch to show her off. The boys 
had come a long way to see her. 

“Well, Lem,” Tom said, “you sure got yourself a swell-looking girl, 
ain’t you?” 

“Listen, Tom,” Lem whispered confidentially, “Ozzie here is the 
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swellest-looking girl in the whole country. You ought to sec all the 
pink little things she’s got.” 

Ozzie sat down in a chair and looked at the boys. There were 
twenty or more sitting on the edge of the porch looking up at her. 
Some of them said a lot of awfully fresh things when Lem was not 
listening. 

“What kind of pink little things?” Tom asked him. 

“All sorts of things, Tom. There’s a lot I ain’t learned the names of 
yet.” 

“I don’t believe it,” Tom stated. 

“You don’t believe it?” Lem asked in surprise. “You don’t believe 
she’s got some of those things on now?” 

“Naw, I don’t. The girls in this part of the county don’t wear things 
like that. City girls do. Country girls like the ones around here don’t. 
The girls in this part of the county wear underwear made out of ten- 
ccnts-a-yard cotton mill-ends.” 

“Ozzie don’t!” 

“I’ll bet she does, too. All country girls wear mill-end underclothes. 
They buy the clcJth at ten cents a yard.” 

“Ozzie don’t!” 

“Sure she does. Ain’t she a country girl, too?” 

“I’ll prove she don’t!” 

“How?” Tom wanted to know. Where?” 

“Hell, right here!” Lem was good and mad at Tom for not believ- 
ing what he told him. 

Ozzie sat looking at the boys, with her legs crossed high. The boys 
were having the time of their lives looking at Ozzie from where they 
sat. She was a swell-looking girl, all right. 

Lem walked over to Ozzie and told her to stand up. The boys 
crowded around to see what Tom and Lem were up to now. 

Lem reached down and lifted the hem of Ozzie’s skirt above her 
knees. Her stockings ended there, but there was no pink thing to be 
seen. All the boys could see where Uzzie’s stockings ended. Tom could 
see, too; but he still did not believe she wore the things Lem said she 
did. Ozzie covered her face with her hands and peeped at the boys 
through^ her fingers. 

Tom poked Lem with his thumb, nodding his head. Lem lifted 
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her dress a little higher, looking (or something pink. There was not 
anything yet, except more of her legs showing. Lem was determined 
to prove to Tom that Ozzie did not wear ten-cents-a-yard cotton mill- 
end underclothes. He lifted her dress a little higher and a little higher. 
Nothing appeared that would prove to Tom the things Lem had said 
on the other end of the porch were true. The boys crowded closer and 
closer to Ozzie. 

Lem was sweating all over. The perspiration popped out on his 
hands and face and he felt a tickling sensation running up and down 
his back. He was beginning to wish he had never started to prove to 
Tom what he said about Ozzie. But there was no way out of it now. 
He had to keep it up until he proved that he knew what he was 
talking about. 

Tom poked him again with his thumb. 

“By God, Tom, I know what I’m talking about!” he shouted, jerk- 
ing Ozzie’s dress over the top of her head. “Now look!” 

Lem stood there, staring pop-eyed at Ozzie while she was fighting 
to get her dress down and cover up her nakedness. The boys were 
making little whistling sounds and rubbing their eyes to make sure 
they were seeing right. Ozzie had on nothing at all under her dress. 
She ran into the house as fast as she could. 

Tom took Lem by the arm and they went to the other end of the 
porch. The boys were out in the yard now, standing around talking 
and whispering in groups of twos and threes. They had a lot to talk 
about. She was a swell-looking girl, all right. 

“Well, Lem,” Tom said, swallowing hard two or three times, “you 
sure got mixed up that time, didn’t you?” 

“Tom, I swear before God she had a lot of those pink little things 
on last night.” 

“Maybe she wears them some days, and some days she don’t wear 
nothing at all,” Tom said. 

Lem was trying hard to think about it, trying hard to figure out 
some sort of answer. To save his soul he could not understand why 
she did not wdir the things all the time. He sat down on the edge of 
the porch, thinking as hard as he could about it. 

“Well, she’s a swell-looking girl, Lem. How did you ever find one 
like that?” 
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Lem did not bother to answer Tom. He sat on the edge of the 
porch trying to figure out why Ozzie wore those things one day and 
took them off the next. 

Tom jumped to the ground and stood close to Lem. 

“Lem, if I was you I’d keep her just like she is,” he whispered. 
“Ten-cent mill-ends ain’t good enough for a girl like you got in 
there.” 

Tom went out in the yard where the rest of the boys were. They 
stood around in front of the house talking for two or three hours 
until the sun went down. Then they began to leave. 




THE FLY IN THE COFFIN 


It has been my observation that one of the most popu- 
lar folk-beliefs of the modern world is that authors 
read each other’s books. Of course, nothing could be 
further from the truth. Undoubtedly, it is the tradi- 
tional greeting that authors exchange when meeting 
on the street, on a train, or at a party, that fostered 
the misunderstanding. Everyone who has ever over- 
heard the opening words of a converse, on between 
two authors k nows that “Your new novel is your best 
yet,” and “I’ve just read your new book,” are their 
usual salutations; but few k now ^at these remarks 
correspond in fidelity to “ I’m delighted to meet you,” 
and “It is a pleasure to see you again,” when uttered 
by ordinary mortals while in the throes of social inter- 


course. 




THE FLY IN THE COFFIN 


ThERE was poor old Dose Muffin, stretched out on the corncrib 
floor, dead as a frost-bitten watermelon vine in November, and a pesky 
housefly was walking all over his nose. 

Let old Dose come alive for just one short minute, maybe two 
while about it, and you could bet your last sock-toe dollar that pesky 
fly wouldn’t live to do his ticklish fiddling and stropping on any 
human’s nose again. 

“You, Woodrow, you!” Aunt Marty said. “Go look in that corncrib 
and take a look if any old flies worrying Dose.” 

“Uncle Dose don’t care now,” Woodrow said. “Uncle Dose don’t 
care about nothing no more.” 

“Dead or alive, Dose cares about flies,” Aunt Marty said. 

There wasn’t enough room in the house to stretch him out in. The 
house was full of people, and the people wanted plenty of room to 
stand around in. There was that banjo-playing fool in there, Hap 
Conson, and Hap had to have plenty of space wh*n hg was around. 
There was that jigging high-yellow gal everybody called Goodie, and 
Goodie took all the room there was when she histed up her dress and 
started shaking things. 

Poor old Dose, dead a day and a night, couldn’t say a word. That 
old fly was crawling all over Dose’s nose, stopping every now and 
then to strop its wings and fiddle its legs. It had been only a day and 
a night since Dose had chased a fly right through the buzz-saw at the 
lumber mill. That buzz-saw cut Dose just about half in two, and he 
died mad as heck about the fly getting away all well and alive. It 
wouldn’t make any difference to Dose, though, if he could wake up 
for a minute, maybe two while about it. If he could only do that, he 
would swat that pesky fly so hard there wouldn’t be a fly-speck left. 

“You, Woodrow, you!” Aunt Marty said. “Go like I told you do 
and see if any old flies worrying Dose.” 
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“You wouldn’t catch me swatting no flies on no dead man,” 
Woodrow said. 

“Don’t swat them,” Aunt Marty said. “Just shoo them.” 

Back the other side of the house they were trying to throw a make- 
shift coffin together for Dose. They were doing a lot of trying and 
only a little bit of building. Those lazybones out there just didn’t 
have their minds on the work at all. The undertaker wouldn’t come 
and bring one, because he wanted sixty dollars, twenty-five down. 
Nobody had no sixty dollars, twenty-five down. 

Soon as they got the coffin thrown together, they’d go and bury poor 
old Dose, provided Dose's jumper was all starched and ironed by 
then. The jumper was out there swinging on the clothes-line, waving 
in the balmy breeze, when the breeze came that way. 

Old Dose Muffin, lying tickle-nosed in the corncrib, was dead and 
wanted burying as soon as those lazy, big-mouthed, good-for-nothing 
sawmill hands got the grave dug deep enough. He could have been 
put in the ground a lot sooner if that jabbering preacher and that 
mush-mouthed black-boy would have laid aside their jaw-boning long 
enough to finish the coffin they were trying to throw together. No- 
body was in a hurry like he was. 

That time-wasting old Marty hadn’t started washing out his jumper 
till noon, and if he had had his way, she would have got up and 
started at the break of day that morning. That banjo-playing fool in 
the house there, Hap Conson, had got everybody’s mind off the burial, 
and nobody had time to come out to the corncrib and swat that 
pesky fly on Uncle Dose’s nose and say howdy-do. That skirt-histing 
high-yellow in there, Goodie, was going to shake the house down, if 
she didn’t shake off her behind first, and there wasn’t a soul in the 
world cared enough to stop ogling Goodie long enough to come out 
to the crib to see if any pesky flies needed chasing away. 

Poor gld Dose died a ragged-pants sawmill hand, and he didn’t 
have no social standing at all. He had given up the best job he had 
ever had in his life, when he was porter in the white-folks’ hotel, 
because he went off chasing a fly to death just because the fly lit on his 
barbecue-sandwich just when he was getting ready to bite into it. He 
chased that fly eight days all over the country, and the fly wouldn’t 
have stopped long enough then to let Dose swat him if it hadn't been 
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starved dizzy. Poor old Dose came back home, but he had to go to 
work in the sawmill and lost all his social standing. 

“You, Woodrow, you!” Aunt Marty said. “How many times does 
it take to tell you go see if any old flics worrying Dose?” 

“I’d be scared to death to go moseying around a dead man, Aunt 
Marty,” Woodrow said. “Uncle Dose can’t see no flies no way.” 

“Dose don’t have to be up and alive like other folks to know about 
flies,” she said. “Dose sees flies, he dead or alive.” 

The jumper was dry, the coffin was thrown together, and the grave 
was six feet deep. They put the jumper on Dose, stretched him out 
in the box, and dropped him into the hole in the ground. 

That jabbering preacher started praying, picking out the pine splin- 
ters he had stuck into his fingers when he and that mush-mouthed 
black hov were throwing together the coffin. That banjo-playing Hap 
Conson squatted on the ground, picking at the thing like it was red- 
hot coals in a tin pan. Then along came that Goodie misbehaving, 
shaking everything that wouldn’t be still every time she was around 
a banjo-plucking. 

They slammed the lid on Dose, and drove it down to stay with a 
couple of rusty twenty-penny nails. They shoveled in a few spades of 
gravel and sand. 

“Hold on there,” Dose said. 

Marty was scared enough to run, but she could* ’t. She stayed right 
there, and before long she opened one eye and squinted over the edge 
into the hole. 

“What’s the matter?” Marty asked, craning her neck to see down 
into the ground. “What’s the matter with you, Dose?” 

The lid flew off, the sand and gravel pelting her in the face, and 
Dose jumped to his feet, madder than he had ever been when he was 
living his life. 

“I could wring your neck, woman!” Dose shouted at her. 

“What don’t please you, Dose?” Marty asked him. “Did I get too 
much starch in the jumper?” 

“Woman,” Dose said, shaking his fist at her, “you’ve been neglect- 
ing your duty something bad. ^ ou’re stowing me away in this here 
ground with a pesky fly inside this here coffin. Now, you get a hump 
on yourself and bring me a fly-swatter. If you think you can nail me 
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up in a box with a fly inside of it, you’ve got another think coming.” 

“I always do like you say, Dose,” Marty said. “You just wait till I 
run get the swatter.” 

There wasn’t a sound ‘made anywhere. The shovelers didn’t shovel, 
Hap didn’t pick a note, and Goodie didn’t shake a thing. 

Marty got the swatter fast as she could, because she knew better 
than to keep Dose waiting, and handed it down to him. Dose stretched 
out in the splintery pine box and pulled the lid shut. 

Pretty soon they could hear a stirring around down in the box. 

“Swish!” the fly-swatter sounded. 

“Just hold on and wait,” Marty said, shaking her head at the 
shovelers. 

“Swish!” it sounded again. “Swat!” 

“Dose got him,” Marty said, straightening up. “Now shovel, boys, 
shovel!” 

The dirt and sand and gravel flew in, and the grave filled up. The 
preacher got his praying done, and most of the splinters out of his 
fingers. That banjo-playing fool, Hap Conson, started acting like he 
was going to pick that thing to pieces. And that behind-shaking high- 
yellow, Goodie, histed her dress and went misbehaving all over the 
place. Maybe by morning Hap and Goodie would be in their stride. 
Wouldn’t be too sure about it, though, because the longer it took to 
get the pitch up, the longer it would last. 



DOROTHY 


When the sum and substance of a review states that 
so-and-so’s latest bool [ is better (or worse) than his 
previous one. or that so-and-so is going up (or coming 
down) the ladder of success, or that so-and-so is mak- 
ing a niche (or digging a hole) for himself, the know- 
ing reader will immediately infer things about the re- 
viewer himself. 
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WHEN I saw her tor the first time, she was staring several hundred 
miles away. She was standing on the other side of the street near the 
corner, holding a folded newspaper in front of her. It had been 
folded until the want ads were the only print showing, and it looked 
like a paper printed without headlines. Suddenly she blinked her 
eyes several times and looked at the paper she was holding. Her knees 
and legs were rigidly stiff, but her body swayed backward and for- 
ward like someone weak from hunger. Her shoulders drooped down- 
ward and downward until they seemed to be merely the upper part 
of her arms. 

She glanced at the ads every few moments and then searched half- 
heartedly for a number on one of the doors behind her. Once she 
opened her pocket-book and read something written on the back of 
a crumpled envelope. There were numbers on most of the doors, but 
either she could not see the numerals plainly enough, or she could 
not find the one she was looking for— I didn’t know what the trouble 
was. I couldn’t see her face. Her head had drop: ‘d forward, and her 
chin sank to the collar of her waist. She would look up for a moment, 
and then her head would suddenly drop downward again and hang 
there until she could raise it. 

She was standing across the street within reach of one of the white- 
way poles. She could have leaned against the pole or else found a 
place to sit down. I didn’t know why she did neither. I don’t suppose 
she herself knew. 

I was standing on the shady side of the street waiting for something. 
I don’t know what I was waiting for. It wasn’t important, anyway. 
I didn’t have anything to do, anti I wasn’t going anywhere. I was 
just standing there when I looked across the street and saw her with 
the folded paper in her hands. There were hundreds of other people 
in the street, all of them hurrying somewhere. She and I were the 
only ones standing still 
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It was between one and two o’clock in the afternoon. Men and 
women were coming out of the restaurants on both sides of the street, 
hurrying back to work. I had a quarter in my pocket, but I had not 
eaten any lunch. I was hungry for something to eat, but I was saving 
the quarter. I wanted to get up to Richmond where I was sure I could 
find a job. Things were quiet in New Orleans, and I had tried 
Atlanta. Now I wanted to get up to Richmond. It was July, and there 
were not many jobs anywhere. I had always been lucky in Richmond, 
though. 

The girl on the other side of the street turned the newspaper over 
and read down another column of the closely printed page. There 
were several office buildings and a few banks on the street. Every- 
where else there were retail stores of some kind. Most of them had 
displays of women’s wear in the windows. It was hard for a man to 
find a job there, and not much easier for a woman, especially a girl, 
unless she were wearing the right kind of clothes. 

The girl put the newspaper under her arm and started across the 
street. I was standing a few steps from the corner. She came across, 
holding the paper tightly under her arm and looking down at the 
pavement all the time. When she reached the curb, she turned down 
the street in my direction. She still did not look up. She was holding 
her head down all the time as if she were looking at her slippers. 

The pavemelit was hot. It was July. 

She walked past me, behind. I could hear the gritty sand and dust 
grind under her shoes. It made a sound like the sandpapering of an 
iron pipe. Then suddenly the sound stopped. I looked around and 
saw her standing almost beside me. She was so close I could have 
touched her with my hand. Her face was pale and her lips were 
whiter than her forehead. When she looked up at me, she did not 
raise ner head, only her eyes saw me. Her eyes were damp. They 
were very blue. She did not want me to know that she had been 
crying. " 

I turned all the way around and looked at her. I did not know what 
to do. Until she spoke to me she held her mouth tightly against her 
teeth, but she could not stop her lips from quivering. 

“Can you tell me where No. 67 Forsyth Street is?” she asked me. 

I looked down at her. Her hands were clenched so tightly I could 
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see only the backs of her fingers. They were stained as if she had been 
handling freshly printed newspapers all day. They were not dirty. 
They were just not dean. A sort of blackish dust had settled on the 
backs of her hands. Dust is in the air of every city and some people 
wash their hands five or six times a clay to keep them clean. I don’t 
know, but maybe she had not had a chance to wash her hands for 
several days. Her face was not soiled, but it looked as if she had tried 
to keep it clean with a dampened handkerchief and a powdered 
chamois skin. 

She had asked me where No. 67 Forsyth Street was. She had said, 
“Pardon me — when she asked me. I knew she would say, “Thank 
you very much,” when I told her where the address was. 

I had to swallow hard before I could say anything at all. I knew 
whc r e the number was. It was an employment agency. I had been 
there myself two or three times a day all that week. But there were no 
jobs there for anybody. It was July. I could look across the street and 
see the number in large gilt numerals on the door. The door was 
being constantly opened and closed by people going in and coming 
out again. 

“What?” I asked her. It didn’t sound like that, though, when I said 
it. When you talk to a girl who is very beautiful you sav things 
differently. 

I knew what she had said but I could not r nemftcr hearing her 
say it. I had been looking at her so long I forgot the question she 
asked. 

She opened her pocket-book and put her hand inside, ieeling for 
the crumpled envelope on which she had written the address. Her 
eyes were staring at me with the same far-away vagueness they had 
when I saw her for the first time on the other side of the street. She 
searched for the envelope without once looking at what she was 
doing. It had fallen to the pavement the moment she unclasped the 
pocket-book. 

I picked up the letter. It was adurcsscd to Dorothy — I couldn’t read 
the last name. It had been sent in care of general delivery at the 
Atlanta post-office from some little town down near the Florida bor- 
der. It might have been from her mother or sister. It was a woman’s 
handwriting. She jerked it from me before I could hand it to her. 
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There was something in the way she reached for it that made me 
wonder about it. Maybe her father had died and she was trying to 
find a job so she could support her mother— I don’t know. Things like 
that happen all the time. Or all of her family might have been killed 
in an accident and she had to leave home to make a living — things 
like that happen everywhere. 

People were turning around to look at us. They walked past us and 
then turned around and stared. Peachtree Street was only around the 
corner from where we stood. It was a fashionable section. 

I don’t know what made me say what I did. I knew where No. 67 
Forsyth Street was. I had been there myself only half an hour before. 
It was an employment agency. They said come in tomorrow morning. 
They told everybody the same thing— both men and women. It was 
the dull season. It was July. 

I said, “No. 67 is about three blocks down the street, on the other 
side of the viaduct.” I pointed down there, my arm over her head. 
She was very small beside me. 

She looked down the street to the other side of the viaduct. There * 
were half a dozen cheap hotels down there. They 'were the cheapest 
kind. Everybody has seen them. There are some in every city. They 
charge fifty ‘cents, seventy-five, and a dollar. I thought I was doing 
right. There was no money in her pocket-book. Not a cent. I saw 
everything she # had in it. I had a quarter and I would have to go all 
the way to Richmond before I found a job. There were no jobs across 
the street at No. 67. It was the dull season. Everybody was out of 
town for the summer. There were no jobs in July. And she was 
hungry. She had been trying to sleep in railroad-stations at night, too. 

. . . On the other side of the viaduct there were at least seven or 
eight hotels. The cheap kind. I had seen women in them, running 
down the corridors in kimonos after midnight. They always had some 
money, ^enough to buy something to eat when they were hungry. 
Everyone knows what it is to be hungry. A man can stand it for a * 
while — a week, ten days, two weeks — but a woman — if you have ever 
seen the naked body of a starving woman you’ll know why I thought 
I was doing right. 

She had not moved. 

“It’s about three blocks down the street, on the other side of the 
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viaduct,” I told her again. She had heard what I said the first time. 

She did not move. 

She was standing there, looking at the dirty red brick buildings. 
She knew the kind they were. Some of them had signs that could be 
read across the viaduct. Hotel— 75c & $1. She was reading the signs. 
My hand was in my pocket holding the quarter between the fingers. 
I don’t know what she could have done with the money. I was 
ashamed to give it to her — it was only a quarter. 

“All right,” she said. 

It was as if she was making up her mind about something of great 
importance, like a decision of life and death. It was as if she had said, 
“All right, I’ll go.” She was not thanking me for telling her where 
she could find the number. She knew No. 67 was on this side of the 
v’ a duct. 

“All right,” she said. 

She turned and walked down the street toward the dirty red brick 
buildings. The heels of her slippers had worn sideways. She tried to 
stand erectly on her feet and she had to walk stiffly so her ankles 
would not turn. If her legs had relaxed for a second she would have 
sprained her ankles. 

She did not look back at me. Her blue flannel skirt was wrinkled 
far out of shape. Ii looked as if she had slept in it for several nights, 
maybe a week. It was co\ered witn specks of dr and*lint. Her white 
silk waist was creased and discolored. The dust had lodged in the 
folds, and the creases made horizontal smudges across her shoulders. 
Her hat looked as if it had been in a hard rain for several hours and 
then dried on a sharp peg of some kind. There was a peak in the 
crown that drew the whole hat out of shape. 

I couldn’t stand there any longer. She had gone almost a block to- 
ward the dirty red brick buildings. I crossed over the street and ran 
down an alley towards Marietta Street. 

I went to a garage on Marietta Street. A mechanic who worked in 
the garage had told me there was a good chance of getting a ride to 
Richmond if I would stay around long enough and wait until an 
automobile carne along that was going through. 

When I got to the garage, there was 0 car inside being greased. The 
man in the garage nodded at me and pointed toward the automobile. 
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It was a big car. I knew it wouldn’t take long to make the trip in a 
car like that. I asked the man who was driving it if he would take me 
to Richmond with him. He asked the man in the garage about me. 
They talked inside the office a while and then he came out and said 
he would take me up with him. He was leaving right away. 

We drove up to Richmond. I started out to find a job somewhere. 
There’s a wholesale district under the elevated railway tracks between 
the State Capitol and the river. I had been there before. 

But there was something the matter with me. I didn’t have the pa- 
tience to look up a job. I was nervous. I had to keep moving all the 
‘ime. 1 couldn’t stand still. 

A few days later I was in Baltimore. I applied for a job in an em- 
ployment agency. They had plenty of jobs, but they took their time 
about giving them out. They wanted you to wait a week or two, to 
see if you would stick. Most everybody went on to Philadelphia. 
That’s the way it is in summer. Everybody goes up. When the weather 
begins to get cold they come down again, stopping in Baltimore until 
the weather catches up, and then they move to the next city. Every- 
body ends up in New Orleans. 

I couldn’t stay in Baltimore. I couldn’t stand still. I went on to Phila- 
delphia like everybody else. From Philadelphia you move over into 
Jersey. But I didn’t. I stayed in Philadelphia. 

Then one day I was standing on Market Street, near the city hall, 
watching a new skyscraper go up. I saw a young woman on the other 
side of the street who looked like the girl 1 had talked to in Atlanta. 
She was not the same one, of course. But there was a close resem- 
blance. 

I could not think about anything else. I stood there all the afternoon 
thinking about the girl in Atlanta and wondering what I could do. 
I knew I had to think up some way to get to Atlanta and find her. 
I had sent her down Forsyth Street, across the viaduct. She knew 
where sHfe was going, but she would not have gone if it had not been 
for me. I sent her down there. If I had only pointed across the street 
to No. 67! She knew where it was. She had been standing in front of 
it when I first saw her with the folded newspaper, reading the ads. 
But she knew it would have been useless £0 go inside. They would 
have told her to come in again the next morning. That’s what they 
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told everybody. Maybe she thought I would give her some money. I 
don t know what she thought, to tell the truth. But she was up against 
it, just as I was. She was too proud to ask for money to buy some- 
thing to eat, and yet she thought I might give her some. I had a 
quarter but I was ashamed to offer it to her, especially after I had sent 
her down the street toward those hotels. She had tried to find a job 
somewhere so she could have something to eat and a place to sleep. 
She knew there was always one way. She knew about Forsyth Street 
on the other side of the viaduct. Somebody had told her about it. A 
woman in one of the railroad-stations, perhaps. Somebody told her, 
because she knew all about it. 

I didn’t send her there, she would have gone anyway. . . . That’s 
what I think sometimes — but it’s a lie! I told her to go down the street 
and cross the viaduct. 




THE GIRL ELLEN 


( author’s note to critics : T he Publisher was doubt - 
ful of the wisdom of including this paragraph, but l 
succeeded in overcoming his objections by pointing 
out to him the traditionally high esteem held by critics 
for truth and honesty in an author s writings. So, with 
the comforting feeling of having fully discharged my 
obligations in that respect, I wish to quote my grand- 
father’s definition of a critic. He said < y critic was a 
man who had a perverted sense of sme>i, continually 
begged cigarettes, and kept a blonde mistress who had 
been locked out by every author in town.) 
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ElLEN was nice enough about it. She said she would never have 
come over to spend the night with Doris if her family had not sud- 
denly left town for the week-end, because she knew Doris and Jim 
had planned to go swimming that evening. No one could have been 
more considerate than Ellen. 

Finally, she begged them to let her stay at the house while they 
went without her. 

It \vr<.s late in summer, and it had already turned dark. The street 
lights had just been switched on, but on the porch a dim twilight still 
lingered. 

“Honest, I’d lots rather stay here,” Ellen insisted. 

“Forget it,” Jinvsaid. "Sometimes it takes three to have a good time, 
anyway. This might be one of those times.” 

Under ins breath he muttered something. It was the first night in 
almost a month that he had not had to work, and it would probably 
be the last time that summer he and Doris could gef swimming to- 
gether. He turned his head from the girl and gla d at the street light 
that twinkled intermittently through the restless, breeze-blown maple 
leaves. 

Jim Gregory did nor feel in high spirits anyway. The fellow who 
worked next to him in the plant had been turned off, and Jim could 
not help wondering if that were a sign that some of the rest of them 
would be discharged, too. He had thought about it all the way home, 
and then he got there and found Ellen with Doris saying that she was 
afraid to stay by herself while her family was away. 

“I’ll find something to read,” E ,v n was saying then, “and I’ll have 
just as good a time right here.” 

Doris did not have much to say. She liked Ellen a lot, but she was 
a little sorry it had to happen on just the one night in the month that 
Jim had off from work. 
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“I wouldn’t think of letting you and Jim take me along,” Ellen said 
for the third or fourth time. “I’d rather stay here.” 

Jim started to tell her to stay there, but to hush up about it. 

“That’s different,” he said. “If you don’t like our company, we prob- 
ably wouldn’t like yours, either.” 

Ellen jumped off the railing and began tousling Jim’s hair. When 
he found that he cbuld not push her away, he succeeded in catching 
her hands and pulling her to the arm of the chair. When he got her 
there, he was sorry he had touched her. He was on the verge of telling 
her that she was as sticky as molasses. 

“Nothing in the world could make me go along with you now,” 
Ellen said. “I wouldn’t do anything with a person who talked so 
mean.” 

“How do you know I’d like your company?” he said. 

She tried to pull away from him. He caught both of her hands in 
his. 

Doris got up and moved towards the door. 

“Of course you are going with us,” she said with finality. “All three 
of us are going swimming.” 

Doris went into the house to get ready, and Ellen got down from 
the arm of the chair. Her hands slipped through Jim’s like silk. 

Before he knew what had happened, Ellen had turned around and 
kissed him lightly on the mouth. The momentary brushing of her lips 
on his drew him towards her as if to a magnet. When he finally real- 
ized what had taken place, she had already turned and had run into 
the house. He sat upright for a moment, staring after her in a daze. 
Slowly he sank back into the chair. 

When the sound of her had died away in the house, he drew the 
back of his hand across his lips several times, roughly, until the last 
trace of her kiss had been wiped away. 

While she and Doris were getting ready, he remained on the porch. 
He had^never liked. Ellen; she was always running over to see Doris 
and getting in the way. The longer he thought about it, the more he 
wished he had worked that night. When he stopped wiping his mouth 
with the back of his hand, his lips felt bruised, and he was more angry 
than ever with Ellen for having kissed him. 

Doris and Ellen finally came downstairs ready to leave. When the 
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porch light was turned on, he got up and went to the door. Ellen came 
out first, smiling a little, and Jim could not keep from staring at her 
again. He felt then, in spite of himself, that he was glad she was going 
along. Ellen was taller than Doris and, he saw for the first time, pret- 
tier. He wondered why he had never noticed that before. He drew the 
back of his hand over his mouth, quickly, when the touch of her lips 
came back to him. 

When they got to the street where the car was standing, all of them 
waited indecisively to see who would sit in the middle. Ellen hung 
back until Doris could decide. 

“You sit in the middle,” Doris said finally, taking Ellen by the arm 
and pushing her to the door. 

Ellen said nothing, but she hesitated for a moment. 

“It’s all the same to me,” Jim said, trying to appear indifferent. 

He made no effort to get into the car until Doris and Ellen had 
made up their minds. When Ellen got in, Jim opened the door on his 
side and sat down beside her. He could not see Doris’s face then. 

He started the motor, turned around in the street, and drove off 
faster than usual. It was only nine o’clock and there was plenty of time 
to reach the swimming pool in the country. However, he was in a 
hurry to get there. 

During the first few minutes of driving, Ellen sat away from him 
as far as she could, but after they had gone a mile or*more, he could 
feel her close beside him. She was as yielding as he had remembered 
her being on the porch at home. 

After several more minutes he felt that he could not keep from look- 
ing at her. Taking his eyes from the road for a moment, he turned 
and looked at her. Ellen refused to let her eyes meet his. He leaned 
nearer, hoping to make her look at him. 

“You’d better watch where you are going, Jim,” Doris said, not turn- 
ing her head. 

He jerked around just in time to keep from running off the road. 
It made him feel like a fool to hav Doris speak like that, but for some 
reason he did not care. Ellen drew away from him again, and she and 
Doris began talking together in low tones. After trying for a while, 
Jim finally stopped trying to overhear what they were saying. 

Just before they reached the swimming pool, Jim drew the back of 
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his hand over his mouth several times. His lips still felt bruised where 
he had mashed them with his knuckles while on the porch at home. 
But when he closed his eyes, he could still feel, through the numbness 
and bruise, the brushing of Ellen’s lips against his. 

“What in the world are you doing, Jim?” Doris cried. 

He opened his eyes just in time to jam on the brakes. He turned 
into the parking lot beside the swimming pool. If Doris had not 
stopped him, they would have passed it. Jim tried to laugh about it, 
but he felt like a fool just the same. He wondered what Doris was 
thinking. 

When he stopped the car, Doris jumped out and started for the 
bath-house without a word. She did not even wait for Ellen. 

“I’ve got to lock up the car, Doris,” he said crossly. “Can’t you wait 
a minute?” 

Doris stopped and watched him lock the car. When he put the keys 
into his pocket and started towards her, she turned and walked away. 
Ellen ran and caught up with her, and they entered the bath-house 
together. 

When Jim got there, they had gone into a locker-room, and he did 
not see them again. 

It did not take him long to change into his bathing suit, and he was 
in the water ten or fifteen minutes before Doris and Ellen came out 
of the bath-house. They came together towards him in the pool. 

There was so much shouting and splashing of water all around 
them that Jim could not make them understand what he was trying 
to say. Giving up, he swam across the pool towards them. 

Just before he got to the side of the pool, Doris dived in, plunging 
out of sight into the ten-foot depth. He and Ellen watched her until 
she came up. Instead of swimming back tq where they were. Doris 
turned and struck out across the pool to the opposite side. Jim mo- 
tioned to her with his hands to come back, but Doris did not even 
shake h& head in reply. 

“Can’t you dive?” he said to Ellen. 

“You don’t have to snap my head off,” she said. 

She dived but did not come up for several seconds. Just when he 
was becoming uneasy, her head appeared thirty feet away, near the 
center of the pool. 
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He swam to her. 

“You’d better go talk to Doris,” Ellen said, backing away from him. 

They were both treading water. 

“Let’s dive of! the tower,” Jim said. 

Ellen shook her head and began swimming towards the shallow 
end. He followed her. 

“Doris won’t like it if you don’t go over there where she is,” Ellen 
said. “You’d better go, Jim.” 

He did not look in Doris’s direction. 

Ellen backed away. Reaching for her hand, Jim caught her and 
pulled her to him. Even under the water her hands were as yielding 
as they had been on the porch at home. More than ever he felt that 
she was like soft rubber in his hands. 

“You shouldn’t do that,” she said. “Jim, I ” 

Somebody splashed water near by, and a wave broke over their 
heads. Ellen came up choking. Quickly grasping her around the waist, 
Jim lifted her so no more water could reach her head. She was all 
right after a moment, but he did not release her. Once he had her in 
his arms, he felt he* could never turn her loose again. It was like hold- 
ing a wild rabbit in his arms, knowing the frightened, panting animal 
would make a break for freedom at the slightest chance. He squeezed 
her all the more tightly. 

“Don’t do that, Jim,” she said. 

She strained to break away from him, but Jim’s arms were like iron 
bands around her. Once, for a moment, she relaxed in his arms. He 
crushed her more tightly than ever. 

“Jim,” she said, “Jim, we can’t . . .” 

Out of the corner of his eye he saw Doris jump to her feet from 
the bench where she had bjen sitting and walk to the edge of the pool. 
He did not look long enough to see whether she had dived in or 
whether she went back to the bench. 

“Please don’t hold me any more,” Ellen said. “Let’s go with Doris. 
I can’t let you hold me like this.” 

“She’s all right,” Jim heard himself say. “Don’t worry about her.” 

“But you’ve got to stop, Jim. Please don’t hold me any more. I’m 
going with Doris.” 

He pulled her with him to the other side of the pool* ignoring her 
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protests. When they got to the rim, Ellen broke away from him and 
dived under the water. He plunged after her. 

When he came up, he could see neither Ellen nor Doris. For a while 
he thought they were ducking out of sight, and he went under again 
himself, swimming along the side of the pool with his eyes open in 
the water. He could see neither of them. 

After thirty or forty seconds under the water he came up for breath. 
He came up just in time to see Ellen climbing the ladder out of the 
water. He splashed after her. 

“Where’s Doris?” Ellen asked him. 

He climbed out and stood beside her, looking around the pool. Doris 
was not to be seen among the fifteen or twenty persons in the water. 

“Maybe she’s gone into the bath-house,” he said. 

Ellen’s fingers caught his, closing over his hand. 

“No,” she said, trembling all over. “No, she didn’t go into the bath- 
house. She couldn’t have, because I’ve been watching all the time.” 

Jim walked hurriedly around the pool, searching each face in the 
crowd. When he got back, he sat down on a bench. Ellen dropped 
beside him. 

“Where is she, Jim?” Ellen said. 

“She’s all right,” he said. “She’ll show up in a minute.” 

“But she wouldn’t go off like this, Jim.” 

Jim laughed. 

“Maybe she didn’t like it because I was in the water with you so 
long,” he said. “She’ll be back as soon as she gets over it.” 

Ellen drew away from him, moving to the other end of the bench. 

“I shouldn’t have let you,” she said, covering her face with her 
hands. *T didn’t know what I was doing. It was my fault. I should 
have known better.” 

He got up and left her to go to the refreshment stand. He brought 
back #wo cones of ice cream and sat down on the bench. 

“I wouldn’t have hurt Doris for anything in the world,” Ellen said, 
covering her face. 

“You didn’t hurt her,” Jim insisted. “She just went into the bath- 
house.” 

Ellen tried to eat the ice cream, but she could not swallow it. She 
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handed the cone back to Jim and ran into the bath-house. She was 
back in less than a minute. 

“Doris isn’t in the locker-room, Jim, but her clothes are!” she cried. 

Jim ran to the pool and tried to see down into the bottom of it. The 
people all around him were diving and splashing in the water. 

He began to tremble. 

“Jim!” Ellen cried. “Something has happened to Doris!” 

“How could anything happen to her. She can swim as good as. I can. 
What makes you think something happened?” 

Ellen screamed. 

The guard who had been sitting in a chair reading a magazine 
jumped to his feet and ran towards them. 

“What’s the matter with you people?” he said. 

“A girl is missing!” Ellen cried excitedly. “Doris isn’t here. I haven’t 
seen her for nearly, half an hour.” 

The guard ran to the drain tap and opened the outlet. The water 
began to sink immediately. 

By that time a dozen or more persons had begun diving and search- 
ing in the ten-foot depth. Jim and Ellen stood on the edge, leaning 
over as far as they could, watching. 

When the water had drained to the four-foot mark, somebody said 
something. He went under the water and came up slowly. Jim jumped 
into the pool and felt under the water with his ! ands. Together they 
brought up the body of a girl. It was Doris. 

When she had been carried out of the pool and stretched on the 
ground, Ellen began crying. The guard had already begun working 
over Doris, and somebody had thought to call an ambulance. 

Doris’s rubber bathing cap had slipped off her head, and her long 
brown hair was tangled around her. Jim jumped into the water and 
began searching frantically for the rubber cap while the guard worked 
over Doris. Jim could think of nothing else to do. 

In spite of the guard’s determined attempt to resuscitate her, Doris 
was already dead when they lifted ner on the stretcher and placed her 
in the ambulance. 

Jim slumped down in a corner of the bath-house. No one saw him 
there, and long after everybody else had hurriedly dressed and left, he 
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was still there. The lights had been turned of! when he opened his 
eyes. 

Feeling his way outside, he did not think of changing into his 
clothes. He walked outside into the parking lot where his car was 
standing. When he remembered that his keys were in his clothes in- 
side the bath-house, he started walking towards town without another 
thought. If the keys had been anyplace else, he would have gone for 
them; but he could not turn his face again in the direction of the 
swimming pool. 

He finally got home, but he could not remember how he had man- 
aged to find his way when he could recall nothing that had taken 
place since leaving the parking lot. The hall light was burning as they 
had left it, and he found an unlocked window through which he 
managed to climb inside. 

Stumbling through the house from room to room, he at last fell on 
his hands and knees on the floor, and a moment later he felt himself 
fall over on his side. The last thing he remembered doing was won- 
dering if Ellen would be there when he woke up. 
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This story was written on a bus between Saint Louis 
and Kansas City. I jotted down the title in Webster 
Groves and wrote the first paragraph when we stopped 
at a highway intersection seven miles west of Gray 
Summit. I was stuc\ on the next sentence until we 
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and wrote the first half of the story during ihe fifty- 
five-mile drive to Jefferson City. We stopped there for 
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the time we had passed through Warrensburg if we 
had not stopped in Sedalia to drinf^ a Coca-Cola. But 
as it was, l wrote the final sentence on the outskirts of 
honejac\, thirty-two miles from Kansas City. 
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VvE had got booted out of a flat in the West End where we had 
caught up with one of the floating crap games and, instead of making 
the rounds on a raw night like that, we took a short cut across town 
to Nick’s Place. Sleet was falling, and the wind was as sharp as knife- 
blades. We met two or three men on the way; everybody was bent 
almost double against the icy wind, holding his hat and coat with 
numb fingers. 

“What did you let them throw us out for, Hal?” The Type said. 
“There’s no law against a man following a public crap game. I’ve gone 
broke in better flats than that one, anyway.” 

The Type bumped into a lamp post. He turned around and kicked 
the iron pole with his foot. 

“Winter’s a hell of a time of year,” he said. “Let’s go home.” 

“Nick’s Place will be heated up,” I said. “Come on, and we’ll look 
in there for a while.” 

The usual all-night crowd was standing arou I the stove in Nick’s 
Place, warming their fingers against the red-hot sides of the blast 
heater. Como, the Negro porter, stoked the fire and kept his back 
turned on the sleet that slashed against the door and windows. 

When The Type and I walked in, Nick ran up from somewhere 
and met us half-way. 

“I’m going to close up early tonight,” Nick said. “You boys will 
have to go home for a change. Won’t your folks be surprised to see 
you, though?” 

“You mean you’re telling us to get out?” The Type said. 

“There’s no money in keeping open on a night like this,” Nick 
argued. “I’d just be wasting heat and light, and getting nowhere at 
all.” 

“Hello, Nick,” I said. “How about lending me a dollar till some- 
time next week? Here’s how it is. I started out- — ” 
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“No loans tonight, boys,” he said. “I’m going to close up right 
away.” 

Como shivered. 

“If it’s all the same to you, Mr. Nick,” Como said, “I’d just as lief 
stay and sleep right here on the floor by the stove tonight. Way out 
where I live, my old woman ” 

“And burn up half a ton of coal,” Nick said. 

“I won’t burn but one little shoveful the whole night long,” Como 
pleaded. “A black man like me would die of pneumonia if I had to go 
out in that cold sleet tonight.” 

“You drag yourself out of here in half an hour, Como,” Nick told 
him. “After you sweep out, I don’t care where you go. You can go 
home if you want to.” 

The crowd around the stove pressed a little closer at the prospect 
of having to leave a warm room. 

Nick came around the stove behind me. He shoved his thumb into 
my ribs. 

“Wake up, Hal,” he said. “What’s the matter with you? Broke 
again? No drinks, no eats, no playing the machines?” 

“I’m cleaned out tonight, Nick,” I told him. “If I hadn’t got kicked 
out of a game over in the West End, I’d have been on my feet.” 

Nick shrugged his shoulders and walked over to the wall where the 
row of slot machines stood on the tables. He shoved his fingers into 
the cups at the bottom of the machines where sometimes he found a 
nickel or a quarter somebody left behind. 

“You boys are pretty bum sports,” Nick said, coming back to the 
stove. “Why don’t you go out and raise some money to play the ma- 
chines with? The Type hasn’t had a dime in his pocket this week.” 

“What’s the matter with you, Nick?” The Type said. “What do 
you want me to do? Go out and crack the First National Bank?” 

“I’m carrying you for six dollars now,” Nick said. “I’ve got to have 
a pay dly soon.” 

“I’ll see what I can do,” The Type told him. 

Como was dumping a scuttle of coal into the stove when the front 
door burst open in a whirl of sleet and icy air. Everybody turned and 
looked in that direction just as a girl’s head was seen* outside. She 
step|)ed into the doorway. 
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“Shut the door,” Nick said. 

Como ran to the front and closed the door. 

Everybody looked surprised at the sight of a girl in Nick’s Place. 1 
had never seen one there before; I had never heard of a girl entering 
the place. Nick’s was a hangout for men and boys, and there was 
nothing there except the slot machines and pool tables. The lunch 
counter was hardly a place to come for a meal. Nick and Como had 
drinks and a few sandwiches, but that was all. 

The forlorn-looking girl stood at the front of the room, shivering a 
little. The sleet on her hair and coat began to melt in the warm air, 
but her slippers were wet. 

“Who’s that?” The Type said. “She doesn’t look like one of the girls 
around the corner to me. I never saw her before.” 

Como came back and dumped another scuttleful of coal into the 
iron heater. It was red-hot all over. 

“I’ll bet she ran away from home,” The Type said. 

Nick had gone up to the girl, and he was looking at her closely. She 
drew away from him, and he had to go and stand with his back 
against the door to keep her from running out into the street. 

“This is a hell of a place for a runaway country girl to land,” The 
Type said. 

“She won’t stay in here long,” I said. “As soon as she sees what she’s 
got into, she’ll leave.” 

The Type looked at the faces in the crowd a*: and the stove. 

“I’d hate to see . . .” 

Nick said something to the girl, and The Type stopped to hear what 
it was. 

“If anybody starts getting fresh with her,” I said, “I’m going to start 
swinging. I’m not going Jo stay here and see her get ganged.” 

The Type did not pay any attention to what I had said. He walked 
a little closer to the front in order to hear what Nick was saying to her. 

The girl found her handkerchief and wiped the tears that sprang 
into her eyes. 

“What do you want?” Nick said. 

She shook her head. 

“What did you come in here for if you don’t want anything?” Nick 
asked her. “What’s up?” 
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She shook her head again. She was a girl about fifteen or sixteen, 
and a lot prettier than any of the girls in the house around the corner. 
To look at her reminded you of the girls you had seen going to Sunday 
school on Sunday mornings. 

“Hungry?” Nick asked her. 

She made no reply, but it was easy to see that she had come in for 
something to eat, thinking that Nick’s Place was a cafe. 

“Como,” Nick yelled, “bring us up some coffee and a couple of sand- 
wiches. Get a h”mp on!” 

“Yes, sir!” Como said, patting the warmth of the stove before hur- 
rying to the lunch counter. 

Nick led the girl to the counter and made her sit down on one of 
the stools. He sat down beside her, between her and the door. 

The boys around the stove began winking at each other, nodding 
their heads at Nick and the girl. 

When Como had the coffee hot, Nick asked her what her name was. 

“Martha Jean,” she said without hesitation. 

Nick sat a little closer. 

“Where you live?” 

Martha Jean shook her head, tears springing to her eyes once more. 
Nick was satisfied. He did not ask her any more questions. 

“When she finishes, give her a slice of cake, Como,” Nick said, get- 
ting up. 

Como shook his head. 

“There ain’t no cake, Mr. Nick,” Como said. 

Nick flared up. 

“I said give her cake, Como, you shoe-shine African!” he shouted. 
“When I say give her cake, I mean give it to her!” 

“Yes, sir, boss!” Como said, shaking his h*ad. 

Nick came over towards the stove, walking sideways while he tried 
to ke^> his eyes on Martha Jean, and washing his hands in the air. 
When he got to the stove, he looked the crowd over, and picked on 
The Type to glare at as usual. 

“All right now, you boys beat it somewhere else. Go on home, or 
somewhere. I’m closing up for the night.” 

Nobody made a move to leave. 

Nick shoved The Type away from the stove. 
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“The next time you come back, have that six dollars you owe me,” 
Nick told him, pushing. 

“What the hell, Nick?” The Type said. “You’ve never hurried me 
for anything on the books like this before. What’s the matter with 
you?” 

“I had a bad dream last night,” Nick said. “I dreamed that they 
hauled you off to a big stone-wall building and you got electrocuted. 
I’ve got to look out for myself now.” 

Some of the crowd moved away from the stove, but nobody left 
the room. 

Nick shoved me with a stiff-arm. 

“What’s the big hurry, Nick?” I said to him. 

“That’s my business,” Nick said. “Get a hump on.” 

“When is the girl going?” 

“Martha Jean’s staying.” 

“You can’t do that, Nick,” I said. “She came in here to get some- 
thing to eat. She’s nothing to me, but I hate to see her get pushed 
about like one of the girls around the corner.” 

“You’re going it) talk yourself out of a good thing, Hal,” he said. 
“Don’t I lend you money every time you ask for it, almost? Don’t I 
keep you posted on good things? Don’t I bail your brother-in-law every 
time he’s picked up? What’s the matter with you?” 

Nick shoved me again, harder than before. 

“What are you going to do with her?” I saic- 

“That’s Nick’s business,” he answered. “If you know what’s good 
for you, Hal, you’ll get out of here before you talk too much.” 

The rest of the crowd was standing around the door, watching the 
girl. The Type was buttoning up his coat to leave. 

Nick shoved me with his stiff-arm again. 

“When you get home tonight, Hal,” he said, pushing and shoving 
me towards the door, “tell your folks to give you something to do if 
they’re not going to give you any spending money. I can’t be having 
you hanging around my place if vou don’t have any money to play 
the machines with.” 

Nick turned his back on me and went over to where the girl was 
seated at the counter. She had finished eating, and Nick took her arm 
and pulled her towards the stove. She tried to pull away from him. 
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but during all that time she had not raised her eyes to look at any- 
body in the room. 

He dragged her to the stove. 

“Cold, Martha Jean?” h? asked her, putting his arms around her. 

Some of the crowd had already left. Nearly all the fellows were 
letting Nick drive them out because they were afraid he would stop 
making loans when they were broke. Besides that, there were the tips 
Nick was always passing out when he got news of a sure thing to 
bet on. If Nick stopped letting us in on sure things, nearly everybody 
would stop getting spending money. Nick always got it all back, 
sooner or later, in the slot machines. Nick’s crowd was afraid not to 
do what he told them to do. 

The Type and I stood at the door watching Nick and Martha 
Jean at the stove. 

“Got a place to stay tonight?” he asked her. 

She answered him with a shake of her Tiead and with a shiver that 
convulsed her whole body. 

“How long have you been in town?” he asked. 

“I came today,” Martha Jean said. 

“Looking for a job?” 

“Yes.” 

Nick squeezed her with his arm. 

“You don’t hkve to worry about that any more,” he told her, trying 
to raise her face up to his. “I’ll fix everything for you.” 

Martha Jean tried again to get away from him, but Nick put both 
arms around her and held her tight to his side. 

“Como,” Nick said, “go upstair* and fix a place for Martha Jean. 
Fix up the front room for her, the one with the new bed and chairs 
in it. Get a hump on!” 

“Yes, sir, boss!” Como said, tapping the red-hot stove with his 
fingers. 

Martha Jean looked up for the first time. There was a startled ex- 
pression in her eyes. When she turned towards The Type and me, I 
could not keep from going to her. She looked as helpless as a rabbit 
that had been caught in a steel trap for two or three days. 

Nick turned around and glared at me. 

Como could be heard stamping around upstairs in the room over- 
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head. He was fixing things in a hurry so he could get back downstairs 
to the red-hot stove. 

“Do you want to stay here with him?” I said to her, edging closer. 
“Or do you want to leave?” 

Martha Jean started to say something. Her tears began flowing 
again, and she fought Nick desperately. 

“What did I tell you, Hal?” Nick said angrily. “You wouldn’t be- 
lieve me, would you?” 

He turned around and shook his head at me/ 

“Didn’t I tell you you’d talk yourself out of a good thing? You 
wouldn’t believe me, would you?” 

He turned the girl loose for a moment, and swung around on his 
heels. Before I had a chance to duck, his fist flew at my head. The 
next thing I knew I was on the floor, unable to tell which was up 
and which was downside. 

I could not see what The Type was doing, but I knew he was not 
helping me. Nick went back to Martha Jean, unbuttoning her coat 
and putting his arms under it. He held her so tight that she cried 
with pain. 

By the time I could get to my feet, I did not know what to do next. 
After Nick had knocked me down, I began to realize there was noth- 
ing I could do to stop him. If The Type had helped me, it would have 
turned out differently. But The Type was think ’ 03 abcAit Nick’s loans 
and race-track tips. He stood at the door ready : leave. 

When I was on both feet again, Nick stepped over and shoved me 
towards the door with his stiff-arm. I went flying across the room, 
falling against The Type. The Type opened the door and tried to push 
me out into the street. 

I fought him off and came back inside the door. 

Nick picked up Martha Jean and started for the stairway with her. 
She began to scratch and fight, and Nick had a hard time keeping 
her from hurting him. She finally succeeded in scratching his face 
with her fingernails, and Nick dr oped her like a hot brick. 

“Como!” he yelled. 

Como came tumbling down the stairs. 

“Put him out and lock the door, Como,” Nick ordered. “Throw him 
out, if he won’t get out.” 
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Nick grabbed Martha Jean again. She was such a little girl, and so 
young, she did not have much chance with Nick. All he had to do 
to hold her was to lock one arm around her neck, and cover both her 
hands with his other one. 

Como picked up the iron stove-poker and came towards me. He was 
scared to death. I knew he would never, hit me, but I could see that 
he was so scared of Nick that he had to pretend to be trying to drive 
me out the door. The Type had gone. 

“Throw that poker down, Como,'* I said. 

“Mr. Hal,” Como said, “you’d better leave Mr. Nick alone when 
he’s mad. There ain’t no telling what he’s liable to do when he gets 
good and mad at you.” 

“Shut up, Como,” I said. 

Nick picked Martha Jean up once more and carried her as far as the 
stairway. There he put her down quickly and ran towards me. I tried 
to meet him with my fists, but he jumped up into the air and came 
down on top of me. My bones felt as if they were being crushed like 
eggshells. When I woke up, I was lying on my face on the icy pave- 
ment. 

The door was locked, and all but one light downstairs had been 
turned off. In the rear of the room, under one light, I could see Como 
throwing a hod of coal into the stove and trying to see through the 
window to the street outside at the same time. 

I crossed the street, shielding my face against the sleet and wind that 
raced down the street. While I waited, I called for The Type two or 
three times. He did not answer, and I knew he had gone. There was 
nobody else on the street on a night like that. 

Upstairs in the room Como had opened up, Nick had taken off his 
coat and was trying to make Martha Jean take off hers. She ran from 
him, from one side of the room to the other. Nick finally gave up try- 
ing to jfatch her, and picked up his coat and swung it at her. 

At first she tried to cover her face and head against the stinging 
blows of the, coat, but when Nick struck her across the back with it, 
she fell on the floor. All I could see was Nick bending over her and 
picking her up. When she was on her feet again, she got away from 
him. Nick swung at her with his coat, and struck the electric -light 
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bulb hanging on a cord from the ceiling. The room suddenly became 
as black as the night outside. 

I stood shaking and trembling in the street. The stinging, whipping, 
cutting sleet and wind blinded my eyes, and it was hard to open them 
after the light in the room went out. After a while, when Como had 
put out the last light downstairs, I turned and walked heavily up the 
street. 

Once I thought I heard Martha Jean scream, but when I stopped 
and listened in the stinging sleet, I could not hear it again. After that 
I did not know whether it was she or whether it was only the wind 
that cried against the sharp corners of the buildings. 




RETURN TO LAVINIA 


A bone for reviewers. 


N* 




RETURN TO LAVINIA 


At first she did not know what had awakened her. She was not 
certain whether it had been a noise somewhere about the house, or 
whether it was the metal-like burning of her feverish skin. By the time 
her eyes were fully open she could hear a bedlam of crowing, the 
sounds coming from every direction. For an hour at midnight the 
roosters crowded continually; from the chicken-yards in town and from 
the farms surrounding the town, the sounds filled the flat country 
with an almost unbearable din. 

Lavinia sat up in bed, wide awake after three hours of fitful sleep. 
She pressed the palms of her hands against her ears to shut out the 
crowing, but even that did not help any. She could still hear the 
sounds no matter what she did to stop it. 

Til never be able to go to sleep again, 1 ’ she said, holding her hands 
tight to the sides of her head. M I might as well stop trying.” 

When she looked up, there was a light shining through the rear 
windows and doors. The illumination spread over the back porch and 
cast a pale moon-like glow over the walls of her »oom.*She sat tensely 
awake, holding her breath while she listened. 

Presently the screen door at the end of the hall opened, squeaked 
shrilly, and slammed shut. She shivered while the small electric fan 
on the edge of her dresser whirred with a monotonous drone. In her 
excitement she clutched her shoulders in her arms, still shivering while 
the fan blew a steady stream of sultry air against her face and neck. 

The footsteps became inaudible for a moment, then distinct. She 
would know them no matter where she heard them. For three years 
she had heard them, night and day since she was fifteen. Some foot- 
steps changed from year to year; trides increased, strides decreased; 
leather-and-nail heels were changed to rubber, heel-and-toe treads be- 
came flat-footed shufflings; most footsteps changed, but his had re- 
mained the same during all that time. 

Phil Glenn crossed the porch to the kitchen, the room next to hers, 
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and snapped on the light. She shivered convulsively in the fan-draft, 
gasping for breath in the sultry air. 

Through the wall she could hear him open the ice-box, chip off sev- 
eral chunks of ice, and drop them into a tumbler. When he dropped 
the lid of the ice-box and crosse4 to the spigot, she could hear the (low 
of water until the tumbler filled and overflowed. Everything he did, 
every motion he made, was taking place before her eyes as plainly as 
if she were standing beside him while he chipped the ice and filled the 
tumbler to overflowing. 

When he had finished, he turned off the light and went back out on 
the porch. He stood there, his handkerchief in hand, wiping his face 
and lips spasmodically while he listened as intently as she was listen- 
ing. 

There was a sound of someone else’s walking in the front of the 
house. It was an unfamiliar sound, a sound that both of them heard 
and listened to for the first time. 

When she could bear it no longer, Lavinia threw herself back upon 
the bed, covering her face with the pillow. No matter how hard she 
tried, she could not keep from sobbing into the pillow. As regularly 
as midnight came, she had cried like that every night since he had 
been away. 

The next thing she knew, he was sitting on the edge of her bed 
trying to say iomething to her. She could not understand a word he 
was saying. Even after she had sat up again, she still did not know 
what it was. Long after he had stopped speaking, she stared at his 
features in the pale glow of reflected light. She tried to think of some- 
thing either of them would have to say. 

“We just got back,” he said. 

After he had spoken, she laughed it herself for not having known 
he would say exactly that. 

“We went down to the beach for a tew days when we left here,” 
he finished. 

Lavinia stared at him while she wondered what he expected her to 
say by way of comment or reply. 

All she could do was nod her head. 

“I thought I told you where we were going, but after I left I re- 
membered I hadn't. Jf we hadn’t been halfway there, I’d have turned 
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around and come back to tell you. I wouldn’t want you to think ” 

She laughed. 

“ — I wouldn’t want you to think — ” he said over again. 

Lavinia threw her head back and laughed out loud. Her voice 
sounded soft and deep. 

“Well, anyway,” he said, “it was a mighty short honeymoon. But it 
was nice on the beach.” 

She laughed again, but the sound of her laughter was all but 
drowned out in the drone of the electric fan. 

“It was just what you would expect,” he said casually. 

The electric fan was blowing her gown against her back with rip- 
pling motions. She moved sidewise to the fan so that nothing would 
prevent her from hearing every word he said. After she had settled 
dottn, he crossed his legs. 

“I guess it’s going to be all right,” he said, looking through the 
window and back again at her. “It’ll be all right.” 

Before he had finished, both of them turned to listen to the sound 
of footsteps in thp front of the house. The sound echoed through the 
night. 

In the closeness of the room, Lavinia could feel his heavy breathing 
vibrate the air. She wanted to say something to him, but she was 
afraid. She did not know what she could say. Tf she. said the wrong 
thing, it would be a lot worse than not saying 'ything. She held her 
breath in perplexity. 

He got up, went to the window, looked out into the darkness for 
a moment, and came back to stand beside her. She could feel him 
looking down at her even though she could not see him distincdy in 
the shadow he made when his back was to the door. She had to re- 
strain herself from reaching out to feel if he were there beside her. 

“Hannah is quite a girl,” he said finally, laughing a little to hide 
his uneasiness. 

She knew he would have to sa something like that sooner or later. 
It was the only way to get it over with. After that she waited for him 
to go on. 

“We’ll get along all right,” he said. “There won’t be any trouble.” 

She shook her hair in the draft of the fan. All at once the fan 
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seemed as if it were going faster than ever. The draft became stronger, 
the whirring sound rose in volume to an ear-splitting pitch, ancj her 
shoulders shook involuntarily in the fan’s chill breeze. 

“I thought I would have a hard time of it,” he said, “but now that 
it’s over, it wasn’t half as bad as I thought it was going to be. We’ll 
get along all right.” 

Lavinia reached out and found his hand in the dark. He sat down 
on the side of the bed while she tried to think what to say. 

“What’s the matter, Lavinia?” he asked her. “What’s wrong?” 

“Let me go, Phil,” she begged, beginning to cry in her soft deep 
voice. “1 want to go.” 

He shook his head unmistakably. 

“I couldn’t let you go now, Lavinia,” he said earnestly. “We agreed 
about that before this business took place the other day. You promised 
me. If I hadn’t believed you would keep your promise, I wouldn’t have 
gone ahead and done it.” 

“Please, Phil,” she begged, crying brokenly until her soft deep voice 
filled the room. “Please let me go.” 

He kept on shaking his head, refusing to listen to her. Suddenly, 
there rose once more the bedlam of crowing that lasted for an hour in 
intermittent bursts every midnight. Neither of them tried to say any- 
thing while thq crowing was at its height. 

After several minutes the drone of the fan and the sobs in her breast 
drowned out the roosters’ crowing. 

“I’ve got to go, Phil,” she said, holding back her sobs while she 
spoke. 

“I can’t let you go,” he said. “I just can’t let you go, Lavinia.” 

She stopped crying and sat up more erectly, almost on her knees. 
He gazed at her wonderingly. 

“I’m a nigger, Phil,” she said slowly. “I’m a nigger — a cooking, 
cleanii%, washing nigger.” 

“Shut up, Lavinia!” he said, shaking her until she was in pain. 
“Shut up, db you hear?” 

“I am, and you know I am,” she cried. “I’m a nigger— a cooking, 
cleaning, washing nigger — just like all the rest are.” 

She brushed the tears from her eyes and tried to look at him dearly 
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in the half-light. She could see his deep, serious expression and she 
knew he meant every word he had said. 

“You’ll get over it in a few days,” he told her. “Just wait a while 
and see if everything doesn’t turn out just like I say it will.” 

“You know what I am, though,” she said uncontrollably. 

“Shut up, Lavinia!” he said, shaking her some more. “You’re not! 
You’re a white girl with colored blood— and little of that. Any of us 
might be like that. I might have colored blood in me, for all I know. 
Even she might have some.” 

He jerked his head toward the front of the house. Forgetting every- 
thing else momentarily, they both listened for a while. There was no 
sound whatever coming from that part of the building. 

“She’ll order me around just like she would anybody else,” Lavinia 
said. “She’ll treat me like the blackest washwoman you ever saw. 
She'll be as mean to me as she knows how, just to keep me in my 
place. She’ll even call me ‘nigger’ sometimes.” 

“You’re just excited now,” he said. “It won’t be like that tomorrow. 
You know as well as I do that I don’t care what you are. Even if you 
looked like a colored girl, I wouldn’t care. But you don’t look like 
one — you look like a golden girl. That’s all there is to it. If she ever 
says anything different, just don’t pay any attention to her.” 

“She'll keep me in my place,” Lavinia said. “I don’t mind staying 
in my place, but I can’t live here and have her iJ* me about it a dozen 
times a day. I want to go. I am going.” 

Phil got up, went to the door, and closed it. He came back and 
stood beside her. 

“You’re going to stay here, Lavinia,” he said firmly. “If anybody 
goes, she’ll have to go. I mean that.” 

Lavinia lay back on the pillow, closing her eyes and breathing 
deeply. She would rather have heard him say that than anything else 
he had said that night. She had been waiting five days and nights to 
hear him say it, and at last she could relax with 'he relief he had 
given her. 

“1 got married for a pretty good reason,” he told her, “but I’m not 
going to let it ruin everything. I thought you understood all about it 
before it happened. You even told me to go ahead and marry her, so 
it would put a stop to all the talk about you living here as my house- 
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keeper. It was hurting business at the store. We had to do something 
like that. And now you say you are going to leave." 

There was silence for a long time after he had finished. Only the 
drone of the electric fan could be heard, and that for the first time 
sounded subdued. 

“I won’t leave," Lavinia said slowly, her voice so low he had to lean 
closer to her in order to hear. “The only way to make me leave is to 
throw me out. And I’d come back even if you did that. I want to stay, 
Phil.” 

As she lay on her back, she felt herself dropping into unconscious- 
ness. For a while she made no effort to keep herself awake. She lay 
with her eyes closed and a smile on her lips. 

She knew nothing else until he got up from the side of the bed. She 
opened her e^es as wide as she could in order to see if he was still 
there. 

“I’ve got to go now," he said. 

She sat up, shaking her head from side to side in the breeze of the 
electric fan. The air that blew through her hair was warm and cling- 
ing, and it began making her drowsy once more. 

“Phil,” she asked, “will you tell me something before you go?” 

“Sure,” he said, laughing. “What?” 

“Phil, did you have a good time on your honeymoon?” 

He laughed at her for a moment. After he had stopped there was a 
pause, and he laughed again. 

“I had a great time on the beach,” he said hesitatingly. 

She laughed at him then, with motions of her head, in her soft deep 
voice. 

“And with that old-maid schoolteacher you married, too?” she said, 
her words trailing off into soft deep laughter that filled the room. 

He did not answer her. He went to the door to open it, but for sev- 
eral moments he did not turn the knob. He turned back to look at 
her ag&n, her laughter filling his ears. 

After a while he jerked open the door, stepped out on the porch, 
and closed the door as quickly as he could. He waited there for a 
moment to find out if Hannah had heard the laughter in Lavinia’s 
room. When she did not come out into the hall after that length of 
time, he walked quickly down the porch to the hall door. 
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Lavinia’s laughter swam through the hot night air, pouring into his 
ears until he could not hear even the sound of his own footsteps. The 
soft deep notes followed him like a familiar sound that was so close to 
him he could not find its source. 
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This story, first published in 1932, has become a per- 
ennial challenge to psychologists, analysts, and psychia- 
trists. Those among them willing to put themselves on 
record have stated that the story reveals the author s 
fear ( or love) of water, fear ( or love) of boats, fear 
(or love) of contact with the opposite sex, fear (or 
love) of coming into contact with the realistic world, 
fear (or love) of revealing suppressed d' sire f. 
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I DON’T know how the thing came about. It just happened that 
way. One moment I was standing beside her with my hand on her 
arm, and the next moment she was gone. A thing like that can be an 
occurrence, an event, a tragedy, or merely the final act of living. I 
don’t know what this was; but she was gone. 

She had been standing beside me, her hands on the rail, looking out 
across the water. There was no mist in the air, and the stars were near 
and bright; but the lights on the shore seemed to be a long way off. 

“They told me I could never see her again,” she said. “Then they 
shut the door and left me alone on the porch. I couldn’t stay there 
forever. I left.” 

But there is no sense in my trying to repeat what she said. I can’t 
remember everything, and most of it was unspoken. She had not even 
started at the beginning. The first words she had said were: “I was 
nineteen when the baby was born.” And when she spoke again, it was 
about something else. It would be foolish for me to try to arrange her 
sentences in any kind of order, and it would be ^possible. Even if it 
were possible to take the words she uttered th night and arrange 
them in some kind of order, the things would have no meaning. A 
thousand things could be made of the words and sentences, but there 
is no one who knows what the logical sequence should be. In the end, 
we could with just as much purpose shake several thousand words in 
a hat and put them together in the order in which they were drawn. 

I am not trying to repeat the things she said. It would be impossible 
to do that. I did not even try to hear much of what was being said, 
and most of what I did hear was all but inaudible. 

“The house they live in has tw~ stories and an attic. The roof has 
been covered with tin painted red. In the yard are three elm trees.” 

I heard her say that, but put those sentences after “I was nineteen 
when the baby was born,” and almost everyone would suppose that 
she had given birth to a child in a house with two stories and a tin 
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roof painted red. And that in the yard were elm trees. But that is not 
true, because the baby was born in a hospital. That’s why I am not 
going to repeat what she said, at least not much of it. Some would be 
inclined to believe one thing, and some another. But the fact is that 
nothing someone else would be inclined to believe is true. What ac- 
tually happened was that she said several things to me and stood beside 
me at the rail. That’s why I don’t know how the thing came about. 

She had told me everything there was to tell. That was all she 
wished to talk about. The baby had been taken away from her, and 
her husband had left her. “I have never been dishonest with him,” she 
had said. “But he was tired of me, and he wanted to live with some- 
one else. That was all right, if he wished to do that. I loved him, but 
if he wanted to go, I did not wish to make him stay. I really wanted 
him to go and be happy. But they had no right to take the baby. She 
was mine. I am her mother.” 

I am not going to tell a lie about this thing. A lie is told with words, 
and the words in this have nothing whatever to do with what I am 
telling. 

The proper thing for me to have done was to offer to help her in 
some way, and to promise her that I would try to raise some money 
for a lawyer to take the matter to court. Or this or that. But I made 
no offer. I merely stood and looked at her, and waited to see what 
was going to happen next. 

“The baby is mine,” she said. “She is mine! 1 am her mother, and I 
have not been dishonest with him.” 

People were strolling past us, laughing and talking. There were 
three hundred people behind us. 

“I’ll never see the baby again. She will never see me. They will teach 
her that someone else in her mother. But she is my baby, and I’m her 
mother.” 

Tlutre is no reason why I should pretend not to be sentient about 
this. I have heard women many times before talk about their children, 
about their -lovers, about nearly everything under the sun that women 
live for. And yet, in a case like this, when a woman says, “He begged 
me to marry him so we could live together and have a baby,” I never 
know what to say or to think. Usually I stand and look at her and 
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wonder how such things happen. That was what she had said: “He 
begged me to marry him.” 

“This other woman he fell in love with made him happier than I 
could. If I had known, I would have given him everything she did.” 

We were not at the rail then. We were in her cabin eating some 
sandwiches she had brought with her, and drinking coffee. Oh, the 
whole thing was mixed up. Nothing took place in logical order, and 
nothing had been said one moment that had any bearing on what was 
said the moment before. The whole thing was a hopeless cut-out 
puzzle with an unknown number of parts missing. It would never 
come out in a way that made sense. I knew that. I knew that even 
when the whole thing was over, when the puzzle was finished except 
for the missing pieces, that it would be unrecognizable. Neither I nor 
anyone else would know how the whole should appear. 

She was on her way back home. At any rate, it had been her desti- 
nation. But when she got there, there was nothing she could have 
done. She had no money for rent and food and clothes. She did not 
even know where she could find a job. When she reached home, she 
would have been forced to walk from house to house asking for some- 
thing to eat and for some work to do. If she had had her baby, she 
could have undertaken to do that. But alone, with no family to help 
her, and with nothing left to live for, it would have been more than 
she could have endured. There is a breaking ^ 1 it. There is a place 
which is the end. After that, going back is thv only way left. She 
could not go back. They had shut the door in her face, and had told 
her not to come there again. 

“I don’t care what happens to me,” she said. “Nothing matters now. 
I want to forget everything for a few moments. If I could only be 
happy for a little while, I would be satisfied. I have never talked like 
this before, because this is the first time in my life I have ever thought 
of such things. I have always been honest with my husband. 1 did not 
deceive him. I have never been unfaithful. I* have not even wished to 
be. I have never done anything th I knew he did not like for me to 
do. Now, I don’t care what happens. I only want to be happy for a 
few short minutes. Perhaps I could get some liquor and drink until I 
am senseless. But that’s foolish. I couldn’t be happy that way. I would 
only be asleep. I want to feel happy, and to know that I am.” 



582 


AFTER-IMAGE 


I’m not going to lie about this thing. I could make the whole thing 
a lie, perhaps, by pretending that I tried this way and that to comfort 
her. Perhaps I might have told her that if she stopped thinking about 
it so much and went to sleep that everything would be all right the 
next day. But I said nothing like that. I did nothing of the kind. I put 
the empty cups on the floor, in the corner of the cabin so the roll and 
pitch of the ship wouldn't upset them, and at the same time looked at 
her while she tried to talk. 

“This woman he loved drank a certain kind of liquor with him and 
then they lay down together. My love was stronger than anything like 
that can be. I would have gladly torn myself open for him.” 

When she first began talking like that, I didn’t know what to do. 
She had given up all hope of ever seeing either her husband or her 
baby again, and she knew that what happened after that night would 
not concern her. And she knew there was a way to forget and to feel 
happy, even if it was so short in time. She must have known that 
when she began telling me that she wished to forget for a few mo- 
ments. 

“He used to come home, after being away for two or three weeks, 
and tell me to leave him alone. He never knew how much he hurt me, 
but I could. stand it because I had my baby then. But there were times 
when I wanted him so much. No one will ever know how I loved 
him. I loved him and my baby more than my own life.” 

What could I have said? What could a man, accustomed to doing 
the things he wished to do, say to a woman who had told him that? 
How could I understand what she was talking about? How can a 
man know how a woman feels when she is forced to live mute and 
alone? 

Oh, the whole thing was a jumble. It was the framework of an 
image, indistinct and unbelievable. When she asked me what time it 
was, she knew and I knew that time did not matter. Time had noth- 
ing to%o with who we were, what we were doing, and what we were* 
talking about. The face of a clock is merely the reminder of the past. 
One o'clock; ten o’clock or five, it would still have been time for her 
to go in and see if the baby had tossed off the cover and to tuck her 
in for the night. 

But why did my hands tremble, and why did my heart quiver? This 
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thing was real. There she was, sitting before me, crying this moment 
and laughing the next. She had a wedding ring on her finger. The 
woodwork creaked under the stress and strain of the sea and the en- 
gines. It was real. I could feel it with my hands. I could touch it, 
scratch it, mar it with the nails in my shoes. 

“I went down to the dock and bpught a ticket. I had to wait nearly 
half an hour because there was such a crowd ahead of me. It took a 
long time for me to get aboard.” 

How did all this happen? How did it come about that I, who had 
never seen her before and who would never see her again, went with 
her and sat down in front of her? There were other things to do. 
This was not the only cabin on the ship. She was not the only person. 
It would be so easy to tell what might have happened, rather than to 
tell what actually did. It would be easier than doing this. 

“Hurt me — ruin me — kill me!” she whispered. “Look! You won’t 
have to suffer!” 

A thousand lies could be told about the whole thing. I could say I 
said this-and-that; J could say I did this-that-and-the-other. A thousand 
things might have happened, but only one did. This only happened. 
This one thing. That’s why I do not know how it came about. That’s 
why I can’t repeat, in logical sequence, what was said. Everything was 
in a hopeless jumble. This second she said one thing, and the next 
moment something else. Putting the two together oade no sense. 

I put my hand over her mouth. She had begun to scream. Screams 
such as I had never before heard pounded against my ears. The 
scratching at my face and shoulders I could partly endure and partly 
evade, but the screams had to be stopped. I tied a heavy bath towel 
over her mouth. What else could I have done? She lay there and 
scratched me and tried top scream until her face was as discolored as 
a bruise. She had to scream. It mattered nothing to her that there were 
three hundred people on the boat. If three hundred people heard her, 
or if no one heard her, she did not care. If the door were battered 
down, showing us there, the blood from my face and shoulders drip- 
ping upon her white body, she did not care. But I tied a heavy bath 
towel over her mouth. She tried to jerk it off, but I held it there. If 
she had torn it away and screamed, I could have forced it into her 
throat and choked her. She would have stopped breathing then. She 
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wished me to kill her. She had said so. She had begged me to kill her. 
She had scratched the blood from my face and shoulders, begging me 
to kill her. But first she wished to be happy. She wished to feel hap- 
piness within her body. She wanted to forget herself in happiness. 
There was a way. We were both covered with my blood by then. It 
Jia £ dripped from my chest and smeared her face and body. 

All that was before. Everything seemed to be before anything else. 
Everything had happened before anything else had. That was why it 
was such a hopeless jumble. Time, place, and events had neither a be- 
ginning nor an end. I actually do not know what the sequence of 
events was. I am only trying to tell about them. There is no possible 
way of placing them in the order of their origin. That’s why the thing 
can’t be told with any order. That’s why I can’t lie about what hap- 
pened. They will have to be put down just as they are. The things she 
said will have to be put down as she said them. If she had spoken 
with order, things would perhaps be clear. And if nothing comes our 
right in the end, it will be because I tried to put the whole thing down 
with respect for her. She had said things and done things with no 
regard for the way they would look and sound when re-enacted and 
repeated. She didn’t care about that. She wished to be happy, and to 
feel the happiness within herself, for a few moments. 

She had said: “He wanted me to marry him. He begged me to do 
it. He cried like a baby when I said I wanted to wait a while longer. 
He cried like a baby. A great big strong man like him cried like a 
baby.” 

She had said: “We lived in a six-room house with a pump on the 
back porch. We had a collie puppy named Spot. Oh, we were so 
happy together, all the time, day and night. Don’t look at me when 
I cry; I can’t help it.” 

I don’t know what I said. That is the truth. But what in God’s 
name^bould I have said? She did not want me to talk to her. Only to 
listen now. 

“Oh, I loved him so! And we loved each other like nothing else in 
the world for nearly two years. Then one night he came home and 
said he was going to leave me. He told me about the other woman. 
He told me what she looked like and how she wore her clothes. He 
told me what she looked like when they slept together. Oh, he told 
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me everything about her. He told me of many things I had never 
heard about before. He said she knew all those things. Then he went 
away and left me. Someone came and took the baby away from me. 
They jerked her out of my arms and ran out of the house and out of 
sight before I could stop them. I did not know how to stop them. I 
did not know what to do. Then I went up there, where his home was. 
His sisters and mother had my baby, holding her in their arms. They 
would not even let me touch her, or kiss her. When I tried to reach 
for her, they pushed me back and shut the door. They left me stand- 
ing there on the porch, shutting the door and locking it to keep me 
out.” 

And then about the first week of their marriage. But what was it 
she said? Something about how they loved each other. The way he 
had of waking her up in the morning. And something else. What was 
that? But he loved her then, almost as much as she loved him. 

Oh, there were hundreds of things she had said. I remember every- 
thing, but I can’t recall the words she used. I can’t repeat them. She 
uttered them in a -jumble of things. They had come from her lips like 
the jumbled parts of a cut-out puzzle. There was no man wise enough 
or patient enough to put the words in their correct order. If I attempted 
to put them together, there would be too many “ands” and “buts” and 
“theys” and thousands of other words left over. They would make no 
sense in human ears. They were messages from t > * heart. Only feeling 
is intelligible there. Sounds that words make never reach that deep. 
Only feeling reaches those depths. The words irom her lips were never 
intended to be reassembled in the first place. Let them go. Let them 
resound their poor meanings upon trivial ears. 

All that was before. It was before anything had happened. Nothing 
had yet taken place. All that was to be,., was yet to come. There had 
been words, movements, and glances; but nothing at all had happened. 
You feel such things. Sounds cannot talk like that. Sounds in ears havtff 
only the sensation of loudness an- softness. All that is unimportant. It 
is trivial. What I love and hate is the feeling of things. I felt her. I am 
not lying about it. I did feel her. And I am going to tell of what I 
felt. It was the quiver of her heart against my heart. 

All that was before those quick movements when she looked at me 
once more, and left. It was the last of them all. There was nothing 
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more to come afterward. Everything else had been before, and now it 
had happened. 

The rail was before us. Her hands were resting on it, then gripping 
it tightly, so tightly that the tips of her fingers became white. A tight- 
ening of her fingers over the varnished rail was the beginning of it all. 
Nothing had happened until then. I can’t lie about this thing. 

The lights on the shore were a long way off. They were farther 
away than ever. There was no background of land, only the dim lights 
hanging over the foreside like fire-flies caught and pinned to the bare 
limbs of weather-whipped trees. 

She did not say she was going. We knew that. She did not pause 
to remind me of herself. She did not expect me to think of her as one 
who was going. That’s all it was. She had been standing beside me 
this moment, the next she was gone. It was a moment of unhurried 
simplicity. She leaned over the rail, far over, balancing herself before 
my eyes. Then with no effort, only the weight of her unbalancing 
body to carry her, she went over the boatside out of sight. 

I could have stopped her. Of course I could have ‘stopped her. I am 
not denying that. And lies could be told about that, too. But I can’t 
lie about it. I did not try to stop her. My hands did not move. But 
who would have wished to stop her ? Is there anyone who would have 
done that? Only a coward would have grasped her, held her, and 
called for help. But we do not wish to be cowards. I’m sure of that. 
And I know. I was there. That’s why I’m so certain about it. Only 
a coward would have caught her and pulled her away from the rail. 
But we do not want to be cowards. We try our hardest to keep from 
it. AH of us wish to be brave, and we try our best to be above cow- 
ardice. We believe we are brave, and we attempt to act the part. 

I was brave. I let her go. I stood with my arms within reach of her, 
watching her go. I even had to move my left arm out of the way so 
she could go. If I had not moved it out of the way, she would have* 
had to exert herself to get past me. So I stood there, brave, watching 
her go over the boatside. When she had gone, I began to count. One, 
two, three, four, five, six, seven 

What was it she had said about her husband? Something about his 
hair. Its color. Blond. His hair was blond. She had told me that. But 
what was the color of her hair? She had not told me that. I had seen 
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it with my own eyes. What was it? Blond? No. Brown? No. Red? 
No. Black? No. Then what was it! I don’t know. I can’t remember. 
I’ve forgotten. But it was her color. That was all it should have been. 
That is enough. 

I was counting— forty-seven, forty-eight, forty-nine— fifty! That’s 
enough. She has gone. Gone! 

What were all those things I could have done? The things I might 
have done ? There were so many 1 can’t recall most of them now. But 
it doesn’t matter. But do something! Jump after her! No. Call for 
help! No. What then? Nothing! I did not want to become a coward. 
I was not afraid to see a woman die. If she was not afraid to die, why 
should I be afraid to witless the death ? Only the brave can take them- 
selves into death. Life is too precious for the most miserable of us— 
when we are cowards. Only the brave can walk to death without a 
blindfold. The cowards fight for the last breath, for the last glimpse, 
for the final touch. Cowards do not wish to die. But she was not 
afraid. Then why should I be afraid to witness her death? Am I a 
coward beside a brave woman! She did not expect me to be a coward. 
I could not deceive her. 

Oh, I might have done many things. I could first of all have stopped 
her from going. Then what? Notify the Captain? Report it to the 
police at the dock? Make an effort to reach ha f 'usbatid through the 
newspapers? Why? Why should I have done any.ning? The death of 
a brave woman could not make me become a coward. 

The time to act was when she had leaned over the rail. Before she 
went over. But I didn’t. I wanted her to feel her happiness in the act. 
We are only happy when we can do the thing we desire above all 
others. I was not afraid to stand and watch her I was afraid to be a 
coward in the presence of a brave woman, a woman who was not 
afraid to be happy for a few moments. 

That was all. And now this doesn’t make much sense. The words 
are a jumble. The sounds they n. ke are. sometimes loud, sometimes 
soft. None of them is of any importance whatever. Only feeling mat- 
ters. It is of that which has been told. I have been telling of feeling, 
the quiver of her heart against my heart. 
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As everyone who has ever ill-advisedly entertained a 
barnstorming author for a weekend kjiows only too 
well, writers, in the main, are undoubtedly the most 
undesirably guests a person could possibly invite into 
his home. For the sake of the proprieties, it would be 
well not to dwell upon the matter beyond this point. 
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CrOVERNOR GIL was standing astride the path, knocking heads 
off the weeds, when Walter Lane came up the hill from the spring. 
A wide circle of wilted weeds lay on the ground around him, and his 
walking stick was still swinging. It looked as if he had been waiting 
there for half an hour or longer. 

“It’s been mighty hot today,” Walter said, stopping and lowering 
the tvvo pails of water to the ground. 

“It’s a small day when the sun don’t shine,” Governor Gil said. 
“Where's the rest of your family, and the girl?” 

“My wife and the young ones went over to visit her folks this 
afternoon,” Walter told him. “They’ll be coming home sometime to- 
night after supper.” He turned around and looked down the path 
behind. “Daisy’s coming up the path any minute now. She’s down at 
the spring filling a bucket.” 

Governor Gil looked down the path, but Daisy was not within sight. 
It was almost a hundred yards from the crown of the slope down to 
the bottom of the hill, where the spring was. 

“I reckon I can wait here,” he said, taking a new grip on his walk- 
ing stick and bending forward to reach the weeds farthest away. “It’s 
a small day when I can’t afford to spend a little time waiting.” 

Walter watched the heads tumble off the stalks of weeds. Governor 
Gil went about it as if he were determined not to let a weed in the 
whole county go to seed that year. Every once in a while he shifted 
his position a little, stamping down the wilted weeds and reaching for 
new ones to whack at. Sometimes he started out in the morning, after 
breakfast, on horseback to see how his cotton and cane crops were 
growing, but before he got out of sight of home he always got off his 
horse and started whacking away at the weeds with his walking stick. 
He hated weeds worse than he did boll weevils or screw worms. How- 
ever, for some reason or other, he never paid any attention to the 
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weeds that grew in the yard around his house; they were so rank there 
that sometimes his hunting dogs got lost in the growth and had to 
back-track their way out. 

“Did you want to see me, Governor Gil, or was it Daisy you asked 
about?” Walter said, wondering. 

Instead of answering, Governor Gil stopped a moment and glanced 
down the path. He nodded his head in that direction, and returned to 
swinging his stick at the weeds. 

Governor Gil Counts had once, for a term, been governor of the 
state, about twenty-five or thirty years before, and the title suited him 
so well that nobody ever thought of calling him anything else. He ran 
his farm with the help of Walter Lane and several other tenants, and 
never left it. He had not been out of the county since the day he came 
home from the governor’s office, and he had said he would never leave 
home again. He lived a quarter of a mile up the road in a big three- 
story mansion, from which the white paint had peeled while he was 
serving his term in office. The once-white, three-story columns rising 
from the front porch were now as dark and rough as the bark on a 
pine tree. 

“There’s no sense in standing out here in the sun,” Walter said. 
“Come on t6 my house and take a seat in the porch shade, Governor 
Gil. Daisy’ll be ‘along to the house just about as soon as she’ll get here.” 

“This’ll do,” he said, stopping and looking down the path. “I haven’t 
got time to sit down now.” 

He went past Walter and started down the path toward the spring. 
Walter left his pails and followed behind. Heads of weeds tumbled to 
the right and left of them. 

At the crown of the slope they saw Daisy coming up. She was car- 
rying a pail of water in one hand and fanning herself with a willow 
branch. 

“I mat^ as well tell you now, Walter,” Governor Gil said, stopping. 
“It’s time for your girl to marry. It’s dangerous business to put it oil 
after they get a certain age.” 

Walter took half a dozen steps around Governor Gil and stopped 
where he could see his face. 

“Who ought she to marry?” Walter said. 
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Governor Gil let go at some pigweeds around his knees, whacking 
his stick at them just under the seed pods. The heads flew in all direc- 
tions. 

‘Tve arranged for that,” he said. “I sent my lawyer a letter today 
telling him to get a license. It'll he here in a few days.” 

Walter looked again at Governor Gil, and then down the path. 
Daisy had come over the crown of the slope. 

“That might be all right,” Walter said, “but I don’t know if she’ll 
be tamed. Right now she's just about as wild as they come. Of course, 
now, I'm not raising any serious objections. I’m just going over in my 
mind the drawbacks a man might run into.” 

“A year from now there might he plenty of drawbacks,” Governor 
Gil said. “Right this minute drawbacks don't count, because she’s 
reached the marrying age, and nothing else matters. If I had a 
daughter, Walter, I’d want to do the right thing by her. I’d want her 
to marry before drawbacks had a chance to spoil her. I’m ready to 
marry her without an argument.” 

“You damned old fool,” Daisy said, dropping her pail, “what put 
that into your head?” 

Governor Gil had drawn back to let go at a clump of weeds sway- 
ing in the breeze beside the path, but he never finished the stroke. 
His stick fell back against his knees and the clum of weeds continued 
to sway in the wind. 

“Now, that’s what I was thinking about,” Walter said. “I had an 
idea she wouldn’t be willing to be tamed just yet.” 

“Why, I’ve been counting on this for a pretty long time,” Governor 
Gil said excitedly. “I’ve just been biding my time all this while when 
you were growing up, Daisy. I’ve had my eyes on you for about three 
years now, just waiting for you to grow up.” 

“You damned old fool,” Daisy said, stooping down for her pail and 
starting around them in the path, 

Walter did not try to stop her. He looked at Governor Gil to see 
what he had to say now. 

They watched her for a moment. 

“She’ll tame,” Governor Gil said, nodding his head at Walter and 
following her up the path to the house. 
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When they got to the back door, Daisy put the pail on the shelf and 
sat down on the doorstep. She sat and looked at them with her knees 
drawn up under her elbows and her chin cupped in her hands. 

“Maybe if you could jUst wait — ” Walter began. He was waved 
aside by a sweep of the walking stick. 

“I’m going to have the handseling tonight/' Governor Gil said, 
nodding his head at Daisy and flourishing the stick in the air. “The 
marrying can wait, but the handseling can’t. The license will be along 
from my lawyer in a day or two, and that’s just a matter of formality, 
anyway.” 

Walter looked at Daisy, but she only stared more sullenly at them. 

“I reckon we ought to wait till my wife gets back from visiting her 
folks,” Walter said. “She ought to have a little say-so. For one thing, 
she’ll have to make Daisy some clothes first, because Daisy hasn't got 
much to wear except what she’s got on, and that’s so little it wouldn’t 
be decent if we weren't homefolks. Just about all she’s got to her name 
is that little slimsy gingham jumper she’s wearing. My wife will want 
to make her a petticoat, if nothing else. It would be a sin and a shame 
for her to get married like she is now. If she had something to wear 
under what ^he’s got on, it might be different, but I won’t be in favor 
of sending her out to get married in just a slimsy jumper between her 
and the outside world.” 

Governor Gil shook his walking stick in the air as if to wave away 
any possible objection Walter might mention. 

“That’s all right for the marriage,” he said, “but that won’t be for 
a few days yet. Your wife will have plenty of time to make up a pet- 
ticoat for her if she wants to. But she won’t even have to do that, be- 
cause I’ll buy her whatever she’ll need after* the marriage. And what 
she’ll need for the handseling won’t be worth mentioning.” 

He sapped and turned around to look at the sun. It was already 
setting behind the pine grove in the west. 

“Had your supper yet?” he asked, looking at Walter and nodding 
at Daisy. 

“Not yet,” ^Valter said. “We didn’t stop work in the cotton until 
about half an hour ago* and the first thing that needed doing was car- 
rying up the water from the spring. Daisy, you go in the kitchen and 
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start getting something ready to cat. Maybe Governor Gil will stay 
and eat with us tonight.” 

“No,” he said, waving his stick at Daisy, “don’t do that, Daisy. You 
just come up to my house and get your meal there tonight. There’s no* 
sense in you getting all worn out over a hot stove now. There’s plenty 
to eat up there.” 

He turned to Walter. 

“If your wife won’t be home until late tonight, you just come up to 
my house and go around to the kitchen, and the help will set you out 
a good meal, Walter.” 

He started walking across the yard toward the road. When he got 
to the corner of the house, he stopped and found that neither Daisv 
nor her father had made a move to follow him. 

'What’s the matter?” he said impatiently. 

“Well, now,” Walter said, “I can make Daisy go up to your house, 
Governor Gil, but I can’t be held responsible for what she does after 
she gets there. I wish you would wait till my wife came back tonight 
before you took Daisy off, but if your mind is made up not to wait, 
then all I can say is you’ll have to charge her yourself after she gets 
there.” 

“She won’t need any charging,” Governor Gil said. “I’ve yet to 
know the wildest one of them that wouldn’t tame when the time 
comes to handsel.” 

He turned around and started walking toward the road that led to 
his house, a quarter of a mile away. 

Walter looked down at the doorstep, where Daisy still sat sullen 
and motionless. 

“You ought to be tickled to death to have the chance to marry Gov- 
ernor Gil,” he told her. “Who else is there in the county who’ll treat 
you nice and give you all you want ? I’ll bet there’s many a girl who’d 
jump at the chance to marry him.” 

“The damned old fool,” Daisy said. 

“Well, you’d better,” he told her. “I’ll bet your mother will make 
you, if 1 can’t. She’s no fool, either. She knows how well off you’ll be, 
not having to go hungry for something to eat, and having enough 
clothes to cover your nakedness, neither one of which you’ve got now, 
or ever will ha^se, if you don’t go on up there like you ought to.” 



596 


A SMALL DAY 


Walter sat down on the bottom step and waited for Daisy to say 
something. The sun had set, and it would be getting dark soon. If she 
did not go right away, Governor Gil might get mad and change his 
mind. 

Presently he turned around and looked at her. 

“What’s the matter with you, Daisy? You won’t even say anything. 
What’s got into you, anyway?” 

“What does he want me to go up there tonight for?” she asked. 
“He said the license wouldn’t be here for two or three days.” 

“That’s just Governor Gil’s way, Daisy. He makes up his mind to 
do something, and nothing stops him once it’s made up. He wants to 
marry you, and he wants to right now. There’s no sense in putting it 
oflf, anyway. The best thing for you to do is to start right in before he 
changes his mind. If you don’t, you’ll live to be sorry, because to- 
morrow you’ll have to go right back to the field again— tomorrow and 
every day as long as cotton grows.” 

Daisy got up without saying anything and went into the house. She 
was in her room for ten or fifteen minutes, and when she came to the 
door it was dark outside. She could barely see her father sitting on the 
steps at her feet. 

“Now, th'at’s what I call sense,” Walter said. “I thought you’d change 
your mind after you got to thinking about all these hot days in the 
sun out there in the cotton.” 

She went down the steps past him and crossed the yard without a 
word. She started up the road in the direction of Governor Gil’s 
mansion. 

After she had gone, Walter began to wonder what his wife would 
say when she came home. He was certain she would be glad to hear 
that Governor Gil wanted to marry Daisy, but he was not so sure of 
what she would say when he told her that the marriage license would 
not come for another two or three days. He decided it would be best 
not to say anything about that part to her. Just as long as she knew 
Governor Gil had come to the house to ask Daisy to marry him, she 
would be satisfied. 

It was pitch-dark when he got up and went into the kitchen, made 
a light, and looked around for something to eat. He found some bread 
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left over from dinner, and he did not have to build a fire in the cook- 
stove after all. He sat down at the kitchen table and ate his fill of 
bread and sorghum. 

After he had finished, he blew out the light and went to the front 
porch to sit and wait for his wife to come home. 

Up the road he could see lights in Governor Gils house. There was 
a light in the kitchen, as usual, and one in the front part of the house 
too. Upstairs, two or three rooms were lighted for the first time since 
he could remember. 

Just when he was expecting his wife and children to get there any 
moment, he heard somebody running down the road. He got up and 
listened as the sound came closer. It was somebody running fast, be- 
cause the sound came closer every second. 

He ran out to the road to see who it was. At first he thought it 
might be Daisy, but he soon knew it wasn’t, because a boy called out 
to him. 

“Mr. Walter! Mr. Walter!” 

“Who’s that?” He shouted back. 

A Negro houseboy stopped, panting, in the road beside him. 

“What’s the matter, Lawson?” 

“Mr. Walter, Governor said to tell you if you ever raise another hell- 
cat like Miss Daisy, he’ll chop your head off. Now,* Mr. Walter, I 
didn’t say it! Please, sir, don’t think I said it! 1 was Governor who 
told me to tell you that! You know I wouldn’t say that myself, don’t 
you, Mr. Walter?” 

“What’s the matter up there, Lawson?” Walter asked the boy. 

“I don’t know exactly, Mr. Walter, except that Governor started 
yelling upstairs a while ^o, and he hasn’t stopped yet. He told me 
to telephone for the doctor and the lawyer to come in a hurry. He 
hardly stopped yelling long enough to tell me, either. Soon as I tele- 
phoned for them, he told me to run down here as fast as I could and 
tell you what I told you.” 

“Was Miss Daisy up there then?” Walter asked. 

“I reckon it was Miss Daisy who made him yell,” Lawson said hesi- 
tatingly. 

“Why?” 
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“I don’t know if Governor wants me to tell you," Lawson said. “He 
only told me to tell you what I already told you, Mr. Walter.” 

“You’d better tell me, Lawson. What was it?” 

“Miss Daisy flew into him and pretty near bit the daylights out of 
him. Governor was yelling and nursing his hurt so much, he didn’t 
have time to say much else.” 

Walter started back to the porch to sit down and wait for his wife 
to come home. He could not keep from laughing a little, but he tried 
to hold himself- back so he could laugh all the more with his wife 
when she got there. 

Lawson was still standing outside the yard. He turned around to 
tell the boy to go on back. 

“What else did Governor Gil say, Lawson?” he asked him. 

“I didn’t hear him say much else, except Governor said it’ll be a 
mighty small day when he tries to handsel a hellcat like Miss Daisy 
again.” 

Walter went to the porch and sat down. He leaned back and started 
to laugh. He could not wait for his wife any longer. He leaned back 
and laughed until he slid out of the chair. 
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A reader in Plenty wood, Montana, has asf^ed me what 
induces a person to choose the profession of authorship 
for a lifetime career. The factors that determine this 
choice are: (a) it looks like easy money; (b) he can 
openly engage in the most outlandish horseplay and 
excuse himself on the ground that his public has a 
right to see him in person; and (c) he can stare at a 
pretty girl and brush aside his wife's protestations by 
claiming that he is looking for material for a new 
story. 
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IT was more than she could bear any longer. Bess stumbled out of 
the pitch-dog stand and felt her way over ropes, pegs, and packing- 
crates to their house-tent. She had told Hutch she wanted to comb 
her hair, but she knew that he knew as well as she did what the 
trouble was. 

Bess did not cry. It had been a year since she had done anything like 
that. She had been with Hutch, following the carniyal with a pitch- 
dog stand, for over two years, and it was at least a year since she had 
cried. She lay down on the cot, breathing heavily. 

She could hear Hutch’s voice occasionally above the din and the 
raucous roar of the midway. No matter how high rose the pitch of 
screaming voices in the Fun House, or of the metallic grind-music in 
the Cuban Cabaret, or of the amplified hoarseness of the try-your-luck 
barkers, Bess could always hear Hutch’s familiar sing-song spiel. 

“Knock the little doggies off, and take home a brand-new silver 
dollar, folks!” She had said it so many times herself that Hutch’s voice 
sounded as if the words’ were coming from her. 

The dust raised by the carnival crowd’s shuffling feet settled over 
her face and arms as she lay stiffly extended on the cot. The heat, the 
noise, the incessant glare of light settled on her like a heavy blanket. 

“Knock the little doggies off, and take home a brand-new silver 
dollar, folks, a brand-new silver dollar.” 

Hutch’s voice sounded .mechanical again. Bes: lay back on the cot. 
Hutch was talking to that girl who had been leaning against the rail- 
ing in front of the stand for the past half-hour. There was always a 
different ring in Hutch’s voice when he was trying u> do two things 
like that at once. She knew what h* was up to as well as he knew him- 
self. He was trying to make a date with the girl. When he succeeded, 
he would disappear, the girl would disappear, and Bess would not see 
Hutch again until the next morning. It had been that way so many 
times during the past two years that she had lost count. 
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Bess turned over, trying to shut out the glare of the midway lights 
that filtered through the thin canvas. She did not even know the name 
of the town they were in. It might have been something like Emporia, 
Fostoria, Peoria. It was a cotton town somewhere west of Birmingham, 
and that was about all she knew. Towns had been all the same lately, 
since Hutch had got into the habit of going off with a strange girl 
several times a week. 

Bess got up, combed her hair, and brushed the dust from her dress. 
While she was brushing her clothes, she heard Hutch call her. She left 
the tent and stumbled towards the stand. 

“Knock the little doggies oil, and take home a brand-new silver 
dollar, folks!” Hutch said while she climbed under the railing. He 
turned around and winked at her. “Knock the little doggies off, folks! 
Only a dime!” 

Before she saw Hutch, Bess saw the girl. It was the same girl, the 
one who had been leaning over the railing and talking to Hutch when 
she left. 

“How about it, Bess?” Hutch began. 

Bess turned and looked the girl up and down. She was a plain- 
looking creature with straight blond hair that needed shampooing. 
She did not seem much over twenty, but her hands were work-stained 
and a little wrinkled. 

“Her?" Bess asked Hutch, futilely. 

“What’s the difference, this time?” he said a little impatiently. 

“You seem to be a little less particular each time, Hutch.” 

“Now, let’s not fall out, Bess,” Hutch said, rubbing her nervously 
on her back and shoulders. 

Hutch ducked' under the railing and disappeared behind the stand. 
The milling mob of people was churning up a cloud of dust that 
looked like dense yellow smoke in the glare of lights. Bess could feel 
particffek of dust and Bakes of grit settle on her arms and face. She 
brushed it all away. 

The girl looked up at her nervously two or three times. She was 
gradually receding into the crowd. All at once she turned and pushed 
her way around the side of the stand out of sight. 

A party of men and women pushed up the railing, filling the vacant 
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space the girl had left. The people stared at Bess as if she were one of 
the freaks in the sideshow down the midway. 

“What’s the game?” one of the men asked her in a loud voice. 

Bess stared down into the faces. Each one of them looked like Hutch 
and his girls. 

Almost automatically Bess picked up a handful of battered balls 
and held them out- in front, of her. 

“Knock the little doggies off, folks, and take home a brand-new 
silver dollar!” 

“That’s fair enough,” one of the men said, handing her a dime. 

The man threw the three balls, but knocked off only two of the 
three stuffed dogs. He turned away to leave. 

“Wait a minute, Mister!” Bess cried after him. “I’ll make you a 
better proposition!” 

The man came back. 

"I haven’t any more dimes to throw away on a game like that,” he 
said, shaking his head. “You people have got those dogs rigged up so 
they all won’t fall off, even if I did hit them.” 

Bess leaned ovtfr the railing. 

“Be a sport, Mister. Here’s your chance of a lifetime. Look I I’m 
going to give you ten balls. If you knock off all three dogs, you can 
write your own ticket. Now, how’s that for an offer?” 

The man grabbed the balls, heaving them at rhe dogs. They all fell 
on the ground. 

“You win the set-up!” Bess cried, ducking under the railing. “It’s all 
yours! Go on in there and take it!” 

She pushed into the crowd, elbowing her way out of sight. Soon 
she was blinded by the dust that rose up from die ground, and before 
she had gone half-way down the midway, she was lost. Pushing her 
way out of the crowd, she crossed a vacant lot and began walking 
along a street that looked as if it would lead her out of town. She did 
not care in what direction she was going, as long as it led away from 
Emporia, Fostoria, Peoria, or whoever it wai. 
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Editors are the most gullible of all men. They believe 
a successful magazine is achieved by giving the public 
what they thinly the public wants. As any level-headed 
person hjiowjs, the public wants what authors have to 
give them. For example, an author writes an unusual 
story and submits it to an editor. It so happens for our 
purposes that the editor is short of material at the last 
moment before going to press, and he : oves in the 
story much against his judgment. However, readers 
swamp him with mail demanding, “Give us more sto- 
ries lif{e the one by So-and-So." T he editor mistakenly 
believes readers are demanding more stories similar to 
the one in questioit, and he immediately fills up the 
magazine with such matter. During all that time, what 
readers are actually clamoring for is not additional sto- 
ries li\e the one mentioned „ but more stories like the 
hind the editor thinks they do not want. 
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P ART way across the swamp, Davi Millard stopped and washed his 
hands and face in the clear water that trickled in a shallow stream 
under the log path. Every night when he stopped there on his way 
home from work, he could see how much smaller the stream had be- 
come since the evening before. 

Two months before, when he started hewing logs for new cabin, 
the water rushed down the sandy course with enough force to carry 
small limbs and chunks of swamp-rotted logs. But since then, the 
winter rains had stopped and the swamp was once more a mire of 
soft, depthless mud, harmless-looking in its covering of tangled vege- 
tation. The green ferns and running vines that grew through the 
spring and summer covered the mire-holes with the appearance of 
solid earth. 

Davi had lived all his life on the edge of the swamp and he knew 
almost instinctively how dangerous it was. 

After treading his way carefully over the chained logs to the other 
side of the swamp, Davi began running the tcj of the way home. It 
was no more than a mile from the swamp to o. t cabin, but the path 
was crooked and narrow as it wound through the thick growth of 
turpentine pines. 

The moon was shining, and it was almost as bright as day in the 
woods. When he saw the clearing ahead, he ran faster. 

The place was as still and quiet as the pine forest around it. There 
was not even a thin wisp of smoke coming from the chimney, and ^if 
he had not seen the place before, at night, he would have declared it 
was deserted. 

Opening the front door noistl ssly, Davi listened for a moment. 
Through the broken window-shutter, a faint ray of moonlight entered 
the dark room and fell across the foot of the bed. Closing the door 
behind him, he went silently to the middle of the room. From there 
he could see the outlines of the table, the chairs, and the bed. In the 
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gloom everything looked as if it were covered with a foot-thick coat- 
ing of dust. 

Davi went to the woodbox and fumbled in the dark until he had 
found a pine lighter. He struck a match to it, the dripping pitch flared 
up instantly, then he tossed the blazing knot into the fireplace. When 
he turned around, the whole room was alive with yellow, flickering 
light. The table, chairs, and bed looked as bright as they were the 
day he brought them. 

Jeanie sat up in bed nervously, the covers falling from her shoulders. 
Even before she could open her eyes, she was smiling at Davi. He 
crossed the room and watched her while she brushed the hair from 
her face. 

“How long have you been asleep, Jeanie?” he asked her. She smiled 
at him, shaking her head. 

“I guess I was a little late tonight, again,” he said, appealingly. “The 
moon came up just at sundown, and I kept on working a while. I 
W'ant to finish new cabin as quick as I can ” 

Jeanie threw aside the covers and slid to the side of the bed, touch- 
ing the chilly floor with the tips of her toes. 

“I kept the fire going in the stove as long as I could,” she said, “but 
I was so sleepy I couldn’t stay awake any longer. I’m afraid your sup- 
per is cold now, Davi.” 

He stood whSre he was, a grin leaping from the corners of his 
mouth to all his face, and watched her stand up. When Jeanie took 
the first step towards the kitchen, Davi picked her up with a sweep 
of his arms and carried her back to bed. He held her at the side of 
the bed for a moment; then, hugging her so tightly she could barely 
breathe, he kissed her on the mouth and dropped her on the bed. She 
caught her breath when she fell, and she felt as if she were dropping 
a dozen feet instead of only two. 

“Don’t bother about my supper,” Davi said, laughing at her. “I’ll 
eat it cold.” 

He left her and went to the kitchen and felt around in the darkness 
until he found the bread and potatoes. He Brought back a cake 'of 
corn bread and a gourd-sized sweet potato and sat down on the side 
of the bed. Jeanie was wide awake by then. 



NEW CABIN 609 

“Is new cabin pretty near finished now, Davi?” she asked him. “I 
get awfully lonesome here all day long/’ 

“It’ll be ready to move into in about a week, or maybe less time than 
that,” he told her, nodding slowly. “As soon as I can get the floor 
laid, we’ll move in. The window-shutters can wait till after we move. 
It’ll only take a couple of days to make those, anyway.” 

The pine lighter in the fireplace flickered, blazed, and died down. 
The knot was almost burned up. 

Davi carried the potato skins back to the kitchen. When he got back, 
he undressed quickly and got into bed. 

They lay together for a long time not saying anything. Jeanie moved 
closer to his side several times, and Davi buried his face in her hair. 

When he was almost asleep, Jeanie whispered something. 

“1 can’t hear you,” he said, turning his head a little. 

“That meddlesome old Bony King came here again, today,” Jeanie 
said in a muffled whisper. 

Davi turned over and raised himself on his elbow. He looked 
through the darkness into Jeanie’s face. 

“What did he want?” 

“I told him I didn’t want anything to do with him, no matter what 
he wanted.” 

“What did he say?” 

“I didn’t pay any attention to anything he so 1 I told him to go 
away and mind his own business, but he just laughed at me and 
stayed anyway.” 

Davi sank down upon the pillow, jerking his elbow from under 
him. 

“Maybe Bony thinks I'm getting ready to move off and leave you,” 
Davi said slowly, pausing between each word to draw his breath 
sharply. “Maybe he thinks I'm building new cabin over on the other 
side of the swamp for me and a new somebody.” 

Jeanie snuggled under his arm, worming her head until her face 
was pressed tightly against his nec . 

“I don’t care what he thinks,” she said, shivering. “I don’t want him 
coming here every day and sitting and looking at me all the after- 
noon. It upsets me so, I don’t know what to do sometimes. Today, I 
felt like picking up a stick and whaling him for all he was worth.” 
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Davi raised himself on both elbows and stared through the dark- 
ness of the room. Jeanie lay silently beside him. He did not say a word 
until Jeanie shivered again. 

M The next time Bony comes here, tell him I said that if he don’t 
quit bothering you, I’ll tend to him all right, all right.” 

“One of the things he says every time he comes is, don’t I feel sorry 
for myself because I married you instead of him?” 

“What do you tell him to that, Jeanie?” 

“I told him today that if I couldn’t be married to you, I wouldn’t 
be married to anybody else in the country.” 

Davi put his arms around her and drew her tightly to him. Jeanie 
whimpered for a while, and then she lay quiet and still. Davi could 
feel her relax while her breathing became lighter. He pressed his lips 
against her cheek, closing his eyes. 

It was long after midnight when Davi woke up with a sudden con- 
sciousness. He was wide awake in a second, wondering what had 
made him wake up like that. He listened, raising his head from the 
pillow, but he could hear nothing. Outside the room, the pine barrens 
extended mile after mile in all directions. Nobody lived closer than 
twelve miles, and the only sound Davi had ever heard there was the 
occasional muffled crash of a dead falling tree or the far-away whine 
of a bobcat. This time he could hear nothing at all. 

After a whilfc he lay down again, but he could not go back to sleep. 
He lay as still as he could so he would not wake Jeanie. 

While he lay there, wondering how long it was until dawn, he 
began to wonder if Bony King had anything to do with his waking 
up in the middle of the night. The more he thought about it, the more 
he realized that Bony was the cause. He turned over and looked 
through the crack in the window-shutter at the moonlit pines at the 
edge of the clearing beyond the garden. 

For the past year Bony King had been trying to make trouble for 
him, blit Davi had always thought it would die down when Bony saw. 
he could not make Jeanie leave and go to live with him. Davi remem- 
bered then that every day for almost three weeks Jeanie had told him 
of Bony’s coming to old cabin while he was away building new cabin. 

Bony was a turpentine worker who lived in a shanty on the East 
Arm of Ogeechichobee Swamp. He had started out by telling Jeanie 
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he was not going to stop trying to get her until she left Davi and came 
to live with him. Once when Davi was at the store near East Arm, 
Bony had told him the same thing. Davi had laughed it off then. 
But for the past few weeks, Bony had been coming to old cabin 
every day. 

During the rest of the night Davi lay awake wondering what he 
could do about it. He could not move away from the swamp, because 
that was the only home he and Jeanie had. 

Just before daybreak he got up and dressed without waking Jeanie. 
He went to the kitchen and ate some more of the cold corn bread and 
sweet potatoes. By then, the sun was coming up. He looked into the 
next room before leaving, and Jeanie was still asleep. He tiptoed out 
of the kitchen and started down the path for another day's work on 
new cabin, three miles away. 

Jeanie did not wake up until almost an hour later. She turned over, 
first, to see if Davi was awake, and when she found he was gone, she 
leaped out of bed and ran into the kitchen. When she had reached 
the front yard, she -was awake enough to know that Davi had left and 
gone to work. 

After cooking her breakfast and cleaning the house, she went out 
into the garden. It was then only in the middle of the morning, and 
she began digging at the weeds with the blunt-bi'idcdiioe. The vege- 
tables she and Davi had planted nearly a month .efore were up and 
thriving in the damp earth and warm sunshine. She dug and chopped 
with the dull hoe until there was not a single weed left in the first 
row. 

Just before noon, she looked up and saw Bony King sitting on a 
pine stump at the end of the garden. He did not say a word when she 
looked at him for the first time, and she had no way of knowing how 
long he had been sitting on the stump watching her. Jeanie’s first 
thought was to drop the hoe and run into the kitchen When she was 
just about to run, she happened ) think that Bony would surely 
follow her now, no matter where she went. She decided quickly that 
the best thing to do was to stay where she was. 

During the next half-hour she did not glance even once in Bony’s 
direction. She knew he was still sitting on the stump, because she 
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could see his shadow out of the corner of her eye, but she was deter- 
mined not to look at him, if he stayed there all day. 

Finally, she could bear it no longer. Bony had been sitting there for 
the past hour or more, whittling on a stick and smiling at her. Jeanie 
dropped the hoe and stared him full in the face. 

“What do you want here again today, Bony King?” she cried at 
him, stamping her feet and beating her fists against her hips. 

He did not say a word. He only smiled more broadly at her. 

“I wish you would keep away from here and let me and Davi 
alone,” she said angrily. “We don’t like you one bit!” 

“Davi don’t, but you do,” Bony said, shifting his crossed legs. “Now, 
ain’t that so, Jeanie?” 

“That’s a whopping big old lie!” she cried. “You’re just trying to 
make it hard for me because I married Davi, and wouldn’t you!” 

Bony brushed the shavings from his overalls. 

“You ought to change over, Jeanie,” he said. “Now’s a pretty good 
time to do it, too. I’ve already got my new cabin built, and Davi 
hasn’t.” 

“That’s another of your whopping old lies,” Jeanie said. “You even 
haven’t started to build one yourself, and you know it.” 

“How do you know so much about what I do and what I don’t 
do?” he said. 

“Davi tells me.” 

“Davi didn’t tell you the truth about that, because I’m starting on 
mine already.” 

Jeanie could not keep from answering him, even though she knew 
he was saying things like that just to make her talk to him. 

“Davi’s got ours pretty near finished, and you haven’t even started 
on yours, Bony King.” 

Bony got up and crossed the garden. He came down the row and 
stopped at the end of her hoe handle. 

“It Won’t be finished if Davi slips off the log path through the 
swamp, some night,” Bony said, nodding his head at her. “It’s pretty 
dangerous for a man to cross the swamp at night, anyway. If a cloud 
was to come up all of a quick one of these moonlight nights while a 
man was half-way through the swamp, he wouldn’t be able to see 
the rest of the way, especially on that slippery log path. If he was in 



NEW CABIN 


613 


a hurry, and tried to follow the log path out, he might slip off into 
one of those mire-holes that’s all covered over with pretty ferns and 
vines. I’ve seen it get so dark in the middle of the swamp that you 
couldn’t even follow your hand in front of you.” 

Jeanie reached down to pick up the hoe, but Bony set his foot on the 
handle, and she could not lift it. 

“That was no story I was trying to dress up for you,” he said, shak- 
ing his head at her. “That’s the truth.” 

“Davi will take care of himself,” Jeanie said slowly. 

“Not if he was to trip and fall off that chained-log path into a mire- 
hole, on a pitch-black night,” Bony said, swinging his head from side 
to side. “I’ve seen it happen before.” 

Jeanie closed her eyes for a moment, promising herself to make Davi 
stop staying at new cabin after dark. 

“Some folks won’t learn a lesson till it’s too late,” Bony told her. 

He had already taken two or three steps toward her, and before she 
realized what was happening, he had taken another step and grabbed 
her. Jeanie tried to jerk away from him, but her dress was so old and 
worn she was afraid it would be torn if she tried to struggle with 
Bony. Bony put both arms around her and tried to kiss her. 

“You wouldn’t try to do that if Davi was here,” Jeanie said. 

“Why wouldn’t I?” he laughed. “What’s he got to do with it now?” 

She pulled away from him, holding him off wu'i her elbows stiff, 
and then she hit him as hard as she could. All he die was laugh at her. 

“I like a girl with plenty of fight in her,” Bony said. 

He caught her with both hands. Her dress tore like a sheet of news- 
paper. While she struggled to cover herself she realized how much 
strength was bound up in a man’s muscles. 

“The more you fight, the more you’ll wear yoiuself out,” he told 
her, laughing at her while she tried to hold the torn dress together. 
The dress had been torn down her back to her waist, and she could 
feel the hot sun burning her bare body. “And more th m that,” Bony 
said, “when you fight, it just naturally makes your dress rip more and 
more.” 

Jeanie stepped closer to Bony. A moment later, she had pushed with 
all her strength, and he went tumbling backward. The last she saw of 
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him then was when his feet went kicking into the air over his head. 
He had ruined nearly two whole rows of onions and cabbages. 

Running with all her might, and holding her dress behind her, 
Jeanie reached the safety of the kitchen. She slammed the door shut 
and pushed the table against it. 

Bony walked around the house several times like a dog circling a 
strange animal he was afraid to strike at. He looked in the windows, 
first at the front and then at the rear, but he did not try to open them. 
After a while, he sat down on a stump only half a dozen steps from 
the front door. 

“I could get in if I wanted to,’’ he shouted at Jeanie. “1 could 
smash open one of these windows with no trouble at all. That’s all 
I'd have to do to get in, if I wanted to. But I guess I’ll wait a while.” 

Jeanie huddled on the floor beside the bed, shivering and crying. 

Some time later, she thought she heard a sound of some kind out- 
side the room. She crept on her hands and knees to the window and 
looked out through the broken shutter. Bony was walking slowly 
down the path toward the swamp. He did not look back. 

With the strength she had left, she crawled back to the bed and 
fell across it. She cried until she lost consciousness. 

It was completely dark when she woke up. Running to the window, 
she could 'see by the sky that the sun had set a long time before. 
Overhead were dark patches of clouds drifting toward the moon. 

By then she was fully awake. She went to the door, and back to the 
window. She did not know how many times she went back and 
forth, looking. Each time she crossed the room she felt weaker. Then 
she fell on the floor sobbing and shivering, too weak to get to her 
knees. 

At last Jeanie opened the door and looked searchingly into the 
moon-swept yard. There was still no sign 'of Davi out there. At first 
she ran in circles about , the place, trying to make up her mind what 
to do^Then she turned down the path and ran with all her might 
toward the swamp. 

A few yards from the edge of the swamp, where the single log 
path began, she stopped suddenly. Before her lay the tangled swamp 
over which Davi had always carried her. She started slowly, testing 
each step of the footing on the slippery, barkless, chained logs. Before 
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she had gone the length of the first log, she felt herself being lifted 
off her feet. 

She could not turn around, but she could feel the strange arms 
around her waist, and she knew then that it was Bony who had 
caught her up. She did not cry out when he lifted her off her feet 
and carried her back to the solid ground at the end of the log. 

Bony put her down, turning her around to look into her face. 
He was smiling at her in the same way he had looked while sitting 
on the stump in the garden that afternoon. 

“You’re up mighty late,” he said. 

“Where’s Davi?” Jeanie cried. 

“Davi?” Bony repeated. “I was thinking the same thing myself only 
a litde while ago. To tell the truth exactly, I don’t know where 
he’s at.” 

“You do know, Bony! Where’s Davi?” 

He held her more tightly, gripping his fingers around her arms. 

“I’ve got an idea, but I wouldn’t swear to it,” he said. “The reason 
I wouldn’t swear to it is because I didn’t see it with my own eyes. It’s 
so dark in here ©very time a cloud passes under the moon that it’s 
hard to see your own hand in front of you.” 

“You tell me where Davi is!” Jeanie cried, beating her hands against 
him. 

“I’d say that maybe Davi started across the swamp 2nd tripped up. 
It was mighty foolish of him to start across the wamp on a cloudy 
night. I’d be afraid of falling into one of those mire-holes, if it was 
me.” 

Jeanie tore herself away from Bony. He ran after her, but she 
managed to slip out of his grasp, and she ran toward the swamp. Bony 
lost sight of her completely after half a dozen steps. He could hear 
the sounds she made, but it was almost impossible to tell the true di- 
rection they came from. 

“Jeanie!” he shouted. “Jeanie! Come back here, you fool! You 
can’t cross the swamp! Come back here, Jeanie!” 

Jeanie did not answer him, and he started treading his way along 
the first log of the path. He stopped when he found he could not sec 
or feel his way any farther. He listened, and he could not hear any- 
thing o£ Jeanie. In desperation, he got down on his hands and knees 
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and felt his way forward along the slippery logs. Every once in a 
while he stopped and called to Jeanie, listened for some sound of her, 
and felt in the mire-holes beside the path. 

Towards morning, mud-caked and helpless, Bony reached the firm 
ground at the end of the path. He sat down to wait for daylight, 
wondering how long it would take to find some trace of Jeanie, or of 
Davi. 
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UNCLE JEFF 


It is a grave mistake to thinks that all authors belong 
to a single social class. Innocent persons frequently 
make the unpardonable error of introducing two 
strange authors to each other without being aware of 
the consequences should they happen to be members 
of different social strata. T he well-meaning hostess, in 
making up a list for a cocktail party, should remem- 
ber that (a) a mystery-story writer woul: not be caught 
at a dog fight with a writer of psychological novels, 
(b) a western-story writer would immediately lose 
caste in his own set if he were seen talking to a kiss- 
and-tell lady novelist, (c) a he-man story-teller would 
be disgraced for life if members of his crowd heard 
that he was seen chinning with a master of satiric fan- 
tasy, and (d) an author of novels of social significance 
would never be able to live down the humiliation of 
being seen shaking hands with an author of novels 
about young love. 




UNCLE JEFF 


U NCLE JEFF was a pretty good all-around carpenter, and he could 
drive a ten-penny nail into a board without making hammer marks on 
the wood, but he had been lazy ever since he was a boy, and he did 
not work at his trade any more than he was compelled to. 

“All of those Newsomes are lazy,” people said, “and it’s unfair to 
single-out Jeff for not being an exception.” 

Uncle Jeff’s wife, though, never let up scolding him for being so 
downright lazy. Aunt Annie said he was too lazy to turn over in bed 
when he got tired sleeping on one side, and that she had to do it for 
him so he would stop moaning and go back to sleep. 

But more than that, she had said a hundred times, if she had said it 
once, that she was going to leave him if he did not change his ways. 
Every time that came up, Uncle Jeff put his arm around her and 
promised to do every single thing she wanted him to do. When he 
said that, Aunt Annie usually weakened and said she would stay. 

“I don’t know what got into me,” Aunt Annie said. “When I was 
young, I had the chance of marrying some of th finest men in town. 
I turned them all down for you, Jeff Newsome.* 

“Now, Annie,” Uncle Jeff told her, “that’s no way to look at it. 
You must have had a pretty good reason for marrying me when 
you did.” 

“Maybe I did then,” she said, “but I’ve got more sense now, and I 
wouldn’t do it again.” , 

“I’ve tried to be a good husband to you, Annie,” Uncle Jeff said. 
“I may make mistakes sometimes, but I mean well.” 

When Uncle Jeff talked like that, Aunt Annie couid not keep back 
the tears. She had a good cry and Jd not scold him again for another 
week or ten days. 

The boarders always noticed the difference after Aunt Annie and 
Uncle Jeff had had one of their talks up in her room. At supper she 
always picked out the best pieces of meat for Uncle Jeff's plate, and 
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she gave him an extra large helping of dessert. That period lasted, 
generally, for two or three days; then she would begin scolding him 
for little things for another two or three days; and then towards the 
end she found fault with everything he did or did not do, and 
Uncle Jeff was in for another bawling out. 

During those times when Aunt Annie was not speaking to him, 
Uncle Jeff told one or two of the boarders that toothache or a sneezing 
spell had kept her awake all night, and that if she appeared to be 
out of sorts, just not to pay any attention to it. 

That was when Uncle Jeff usually went away from home for a 
day or two, sometimes three days, at a time. He figured that Aunt 
Annie would appreciate him more when he came back. Sometimes 
she did, and sometimes she did not. 

When Uncle Jeff left home, he caught a ride in a truck or automo- 
bile to Savannah and stayed with a friend of his. There was nothing 
wrong with his doing that, because Emma’s house, where he stayed, 
was clean and orderly. It did not have a bad reputation like some 
of the houses had. He had known Emma for a long time, for fifteen 
or eighteen years at least, and Emma treated him like a favorite 
brother. She had partitioned off the right wing of the house for 
private use, # and Uncle Jeff was always welcome to sleep in the guest 
room. 

Every time he went to visit Emma, he wondered what would hap- 
pen if the house were raided while he happened to be there. He was 
fairly certain that Emma saw to it that things were taken care of in 
the proper places, but nonetheless there was always a chance of a 
slip somewhere, and if that ever did happen, he was just as sure that 
he would be taken to the police station with Emma and the girls and 
booked. He did not mind that, but he waf thinking what a shock 
it would be to Annie for her to see his name in the paper that way, 
and wondering what he would say if it ever happened. 

“Another spat, Jeff?” Emma asked him when she opened the door. 
“It’s been less than two weeks this time, hasn’t it?” 

“About the same as usual,” he said. “Annie’s got me worried good 
and plenty this time about her leaving me, though. She says it like 
she means it.” 

He went inside, and Emma took him through the hall to the dining 
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room where she was eating supper. She brought a plate for him, and 
she helped him to the baked fish and vegetables. 

“Annie won’t leave you, Jeff,” she said, patting him on the shoulder. 
“Don’t let her talk upset you. A woman isn’t going to drive a man 
out, or go away herself, unless it’s something like the world coming 
to an end. You and Annie won’t fall out that bad.” 

After supper they talked a while in the dining room, and then 
Uncle Jeff took the evening paper and went upstairs to bed. Emma 
brought him a cold bottle of beer, and an extra pillow for his head 
while he was reading, and turned the covers back. 

“My husband spoiled me something awful,” Emma said as she was 
bending over the bed smoothing the sheets. “Before he died he used 
to let me take care of him like a baby. I’ve never got used to it since.” 

Jeff turned around to answer her, thinking she was talking to him, 
but after he had taken one look at her, he realized she was talking to 
herself. He watched her while she folded the covers back and smothed 
them out several times until she was satisfied with the way they 
looked. After that she patted and pushed the two pillows around 
until she had them just right. When she finished, she opened the 
bottle of beer and poured it into a glass for him. He walked to the 
window and looked outside. 

She had gone as far as the door before he knew she was leaving. 
He turned around and thanked hf*r for bringing birr/ the bottle of 
beer. 

Emma did not say anything for a moment, and then she came 
back into the middle of the room. 

“I’d hate to have you stop coming here, Jeff,” she began. There was 
a long pause while she seemed to be thinking what to say next. “But 
I’ve been wondering about something.” 

“What?” he asked. 

“How would you like to find a way to make you and Annie stop 
having these spats — something that would put you back where you 
were when you got married?” 

“How would you do that?” he asked quickly. 

“I think I know a way,” she said, looking at him and nodding 
her head slowly. She put her hand against her face absent-mindedly. 
“I think l know just what would do it.” 
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"What is it?" he asked. "How do you go about it?” 

“Annie needs jolting, Jeff,” she said. "A good, hard, teeth-rattling 
jolt.” 

"You don’t mean for me to go home and shake her hard, or hit 
her, do you?” 

"No,” she said. "Of course not.” 

"How can she be jolted then?” 

"I have a pretty good idea in my mind,” she said. "But I’m not going 
to tell you now. You’re going to stay innocent of the whole thing. 
This is something just between Annie and me.” 

She turned and walked out of the room, closing the door behind 
her. Uncle Jeff stood staring at the door, wondering what in the world 
Emma was talking about. He heard her go down the stairs and heard 
a door slam in the hall on the first floor. After wondering about what 
she had said for a while, he gave up finally and started undressing. 
When he was ready to get into bed, he picked up the evening paper 
and propped up against the pillows Emma had fixed for him. He 
always liked to read before going to sleep. 

It was early in the evening, not much more thdn nine-thirty, and 
the house was quiet. Far in the other wing of the building he could 
hear a radio faindy, and occasionally one of the girls laughed loud 
enough for him to hear. 

Half an houf* later the light was out and he was sound asleep. 

Suddenly in the middle of the night he sat up in bed, shaking and 
perspiring. He had had a terrible dream. He jumped out of bed, 
turned on the light, and looked at the room to see where he was. He 
did not waste any more time standing there. 

Jerking on his clothes the easiest way they would go on, he turned 
out the light and opened the door cautiously. He could not hear any- 
one downstairs, and so he tiptoed down the hall and out the private 
door into the alley. Even when he got there, he did not feel safe. He 
walked on his toes to the end of the alley and when he got there he 
stopped and looked carefully in all directions before going any fur- 
ther. He did not see anyone, and he walked away as fast as he could. 

Uncle Jeff did not know what time of night it was until he had got 
to the edge of the city. When he was outside the light cast by the last 
street lamp, he took out his watch, struck a match, and looked at the 
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time. It was still early, only a quarter past one. He started walking 
towards home without any waste of time. 

There were not many trucks on the highway at that time of night, 
and Uncle Jeff was beginning to be afraid he would not get a ride at 
all. It was a long distance home, sixty-five or seventy miles, and he 
would never be able to walk it before morning. He looked behind him 
every few yards to see if there were any sign of a truck or automobile. 

While he walked along the dark hard highway towards the north, 
he began to wonder if it were possible for a person to dream what he 
had not been able to think of while he was awake. He decided it 
would not be possible, for him at least, because he was sure that his 
dream about Emma was going to come true. He was so certain about 
it that he told himself that his waking up was the best piece of luck 
he had ever had in his whole life. He was not angry with Emma, be- 
cause he knew she meant well, but he was just as certain in his own 
mind that the scheme he thought she had planned would do him ten 
times more harm than good. He whistled over every step of ground 
for the next two miles. 

Three hours later he stopped and built a fire in the ditch beside the 
highway to warm his hands and feet. Automobiles passed him, and 
trucks, too, but none of them had stopped to give him a ride. He did 
not mind that this time, because he was so glad to be out of Savannah 
and on his way back home that he did not uur if he had to walk 
every step of the way there. 

He huddled over the fire warming himself until the last embers had 
died out. Then he got up, stretched himself comfortably, and started 
walking towards home. 

It was after daylight before he finally got a ride in a truck, and it 
was midmorning before he reached the house. He walked around the 
block once before going in. There was no reason for his doing that 
this morning, but the habit was more than he could overcome in one 
day. 

Aunt Annie was in the dining room setting the table for dinner 
when he walked in the front door. He hung his hat on the hat-tree 
the boarders used and walked down the hall. When he passed the 
dining room door, he saw Aunt Annie standing by the table looking 
at him. She did not say a word then. 
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“Hello, Annie, darling,” Uncle Jeff said. “It’s a fine spring day out- 
side today, isn’t it?” 

She did not answer him. 

He walked cautiously to the door. 

“What’s the matter, Annie, darling?” he said. 

She was holding the morning paper in her hands behind her back. 
Suddenly she drew her arm up as though she were fighting mosqui- 
toes and slammed the paper on the table. Then she took several steps 
towards Uncle Jeff. Uncle Jeff backed into the hall. 

“Of all the humiliating, scandalous, low-down — ” she began. 

“What is?” he asked anxiously. 

“This!” she cried, beating the newspaper against the palm of her 
hand. “What will my boarders think of me? How long do you think 
the school teachers will be allowed to board in my house after this? 
What will the respectable, honest, God-fearing citizens of this town 
think of me after this? How can I walk along the street and hold my 
head up now? Oh, why did I ever marry you in the first place!” 

Uncle Jeff stared at her in amazement. 

“What happened, Annie?” he asked. 

She took one more look at him, gripped the paper in both hands, 
and marched to the stairs. She stopped there for a moment, looked at 
him again before bursting into tears, and then ran upstairs to her 
room. She slamrred the door shut but did not lock it. Uncle Jeff went 
up the stairs behind her and walked noiselessly into the room. She 
had thrown herself across the bed, on her face, and she was crying 
hysterically. Once during the time he stood not knowing what to do, 
she turned her face and looked to see if he were in the room. As soon 
as she saw him, she turned her face away again, and cried. 

Uncle Jeff sat down on the bed beside her and tried to ease the news- 
paper out of her hand. When she felt it move, she gripped it so tight 
he could not get it from her. 

“Now# Annie,” Uncle Jeff begged, “you ought to tell me what all 
the trouble is about.” 

Aunt Annie sat up and glared at him. The tears were dripping down 
her cheeks and disappearing into the fabric of the counterpane. 

“Why did you do it, Jeff?” she asked at last, weakly and hopelessly. 
“Oh, Jeff, why did you?” 
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“Do what?” he said. “Why did I do what?” 

“Go to that house in Savannah and be arrested and have your name 
printed in the paper like this,” she said quickly. “You have deceived 
me, Jeff. You have done this to me— brought all this pain and humilia- 
tion to me.” 

“I didn’t get arrested, Annie,” he said confusedly. 

She opened the paper and read aloud how the police had raided a 
house on Webster Street and had arrested Emma Weeks, nine girls, 
and a man who gave the name of Jeff Newsome. 

When she finished, she looked at Uncle Jeff curiously. 

Uncle Jeff shook his head bewilderedly. 

“Did you go to Savannah?” she asked coldly. 

“Yes, but ” 

“Did vou go to Emma Weeks’ house on Webster Street?” 

“Yes, I went there, but ” 

Aunt Annie closed her lips tightly while he was trying to explain. 
Each time she spoke, she opened her mouth only enough to pronounce 
the words. 

“Were you arrested and taken to jail?” 

“I dreamed about it,” he said in confusion. “I dreamed I was in jail. 
But I wasn't arrested at all, or put in jail.” 

“You’re v lying as big as the broad daylight, Jeff Newsome!” Aunt 
Annie said. “You are sitting there idling me the iggest, blackest lie 
of your life! You got out on bail somehow, and now you sit there and 
lie to me about it. It looks to me like you would have sense enough 
to admit it when it’s all here in the Savannah paper.” 

Instead of trying to protest any more, he wondered how he would 
ever succeed in convincing anybody in town that he had not been 
arrested in the raid on Erpma’s house. He knew Emma well enough 
to figure out that she had had her own house raided in order to have 
him booked at the police station, and he knew now that she had done 
it in order to jolt Annie. He was convinced that when Emma dis- 
covered he had left her house, she Ik. J persuaded somebody to give his 
name to the police so her plan to jolt Annie could be carried out. 
Emma was smart enough to think that fast. And besides, Emma liked 
to have her house raided every few months, anyway; it was the best 
advertising she could get. 



626 


UNCLE JEFF 


Aunt Annie was looking at him coldly. 

He did not know how to go about trying to explain the thing so 
she would believe him. 

“Well, what have you got to say for yourself? 0 Aunt Annie de- 
manded. 

“Now, Annie,” he began, casting about in his mind for some 
method of handling the thing, “it's not like you think it is. I 
didn't ” 

Aunt Annie suddenly leaned forward and grasped Uncle Jeff's hand. 
Her face was flushed and there was a kind of softness in her eyes that 
he had not seen in a long time. She smiled at him, too. 

“Jeff,” she said slowly, “I haven’t been a good wife to you lately. 
I don’t know what got into me. I’ve done nothing but scold and find 
fault. Being like that has made me miserable, and I did more scolding 
trying to cover up how bad I felt. The last time I kicked you out of 
bed and made you sleep in another room I hated myself so much I 
wanted to die. I didn’t tell you how I felt then, because I was all the 
time hating myself so much I couldn’t admit it. But I can tell you 
now, because I feel ” 

Her eyes were so soft they looked as if they would melt any second. 

“Will you forgive me, Jeff?” 

“Me? Forgive you?” he asked unbelievingly. 

She nodded, c holding his hand tightly. 

“Well, I guess so,” he said, “but ” 

“Never mind saying any more, Jeff,” she said. 

“But I don’t know how to explain ” 

“What kind of a woman is Emma Weeks, Jeff?” she broke in. 
“How old is she? How long have you known her?” 

Uncle Jeff settled back on the pillows Ajunt Annie propped up for 
his head and wondered how Emma had known all this was going to 
turn out as it had in the end. The more he thought about it, the more 
confuted he became. It was a mystery bigger than life itself to him. * 

Aunt Annie unlaced his shoes, lifted his feet onto the bed, and smiled 
down at him. Uncle Jeff wiggled his toes and waited for her to come 
into his arms. He had already decided it would be better if he never 
attempted to convince her that actually he had not been arrested in 
Emma’s house and had not been booked with the girls at the police 
station. 
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It has long been the practice of authors to trick, critics 
into noticing their work,. This usually takes the form 
of a planted passage calculated to infuriate the critic 
and to draut from him thereby a much longer review 
than he would otherwise write. T he unsuspecting critic 
almost invariably leaps upon the planted passage with 
unbridled savagery. Little does the inno< ent crjtic real- 
ize that the author has purposely rubbe .• his fur the 
wrong way so that the fiery heat of the review will 
attract the attention of the public. As in all walks of 
life, there are a few authors who make a practice of 
rubbing the critic’s fur the right way, hoping thereby 
to obtain even better results. This perverse manipula- 
tion of the age-old trick,, to speak, gently for a moment , 
is known universally as bor t-licking. 
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WHEN the sun went down, there were a heap of people just 
tramping up and down the dusty road without a care in the whole 
wide world. It was Saturday night and the cool of the evening was 
coming on, and that was enough to make a lot of folks happy. There 
were a few old logging mules plodding along in the dust with a wor- 
ried look on their faces, but they had a right to look that way, because 
they had worked hard in the swamp all week and supper-time had 
come and gone, and' they were still a long way from home. 

It was the best time of the whole year for colored people, because it 
was so hot the whites didn't stir around much, and a colored man 
could walk up and down in the big road as much as he wanted to. 
The Women and girls were all dressed up in starched white dresses 
and bright silk hair-bows, and the men had on their Sunday clothes. 

All at once a hound dog somewhere down the road started barking 
his head off. You could look down that way, but you couldn’t see any- 
thing much, because the moon hadn’t come up yet. The boys stopped 
in the middle of the road and listened The old dog ust kept on bark- 
ing. They didn’t say much, but they knew good a:id well those old 
hound dogs never took the trouble to get up and bark unless it was a 
stranger they smelled. 

“Take care yourself, nigger!” the black boy in the yellow hat yelled. 
“Stand back and hold your breath, because if you don’t, you won’t 
never know what hit you.” 

“What you talking about, anyhow?” Jimson said. 

“I just turned around and looked down the road,” Moses said, “and 
I saw a sight that’ll make your eyes pop out of your bead.” 

“What you see, nigger?” Jimson a. ed, trembling like a quiver-bug. 
“You see something scary?” 

“I seen Big Buck,” Moses said, his voice weak and thin. “I seen him 
more than once, too, because I looked back twice to make sure I saw 
right the first time.” 
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The two Negroes backed off the road into the ditch and pulled the 
bushes around them. They squatted there a while listening. Further 
up the road people were laughing and singing, and talking loud. The 
old hound dog down the road was barking like he just wouldn’t 
give up. 

“Ain’t no sense in Big Buck scaring the daylights out of folks the 
way he does,” Jimson said. “It’s a sin the way he keeps on doing it.” 

“Big Buck don’t exactly aim to set out to scare folks,” Moses said. 
“People just naturally get the shakes when he comes anywhere around, 
that’s all. It ain't Big Buck’s fault none. He's as gentle as a baby.” 

“Then how come you’re sitting here, squatting in these bushes, if 
he ain’t nothing to be scared of?” 

Moses didn’t say anything. They pulled the bushes back a little and 
looked down the road. They couldn’t see much of Big Buck, because 
it had been dark ever since sundown; but they could hear his feet 
flapping in the dusty road as plain as cypress trees falling in the swamp 
in broad daylight. 

“Maybe he once was gentle, when he was a baby himself,” Jimson 
said, “maybe he is now, when he’s asleep in his bed. But last Saturday 
night down at the cross-roads store he didn’t act like no baby I ever 
knew.” 

“What 'did he do down there?” Moses asked. 

“He said hq liked the looks of the striped band on my new straw 
hat, and then he slapped me so hard on the back I hit the ground 
smack with my face. That’s how like a baby Big Buck is. I know, 
I do.” 

“Quit you r jabbering,” Moses whispered. “Here he comes!” 

They pulled the bushes around them and squatted closer to the 
ground so they wouldn’t be seen. They took off their hats and ducked 
down as far as they could so their heads Wouldn’t show. They were 
mighty glad it had got as dark as it was. 

“Ji*st look at that courting fool,” Jimson whispered. “Ain’t he the 
biggest sport you ever did see? He’s all dressed up in yellow shoes and 
red necktie ready to flash them colors on the first gal he sees. That 
courting fool can do courting where courting’s never been done before. 
Man alive, don’t I wish I was him! I’d get me a high-yellow and r 

“Shut your big mouth, nigger!” Moses whispered, slamming Jimson 
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in the ribs with his elbow. “He’ll jump us here in these bushes sure, 
if you don’t shut that big mouth of yours.” 

Big Buck swung up the road like his mind was made up before* 
hand just exactly where he was headed. He was whistling as loud as 
a sawmill engine at Saturday afternoon quitting-time, and throwing 
his head back and swinging his arms like he was sitting on top of the 
world. He was on his way to do some courting, it was plain to see. 

The colored boys in the bushes shook until their bones ratded. 

Then right square in front of the bushes Big Buck stopped and 
looked. There wasn’t no cat that could see better than him in the dark. 
His big black face only had to turn towards what he wanted to see, 
and there it was as plain as day in front of his eyes. 

“You niggers is going to shake all the leaves right off them poojr 
bushes.” Big Buck said, grinning until his teeth glistened like new 
tombstones in the moonlight. “Why you boys want to go and do that 
to them pretty little trees?” 

He reached an arm across the ditch and caught hold of a woolly 
head. He pulled his arm back into the road. 

“What’s your name, nigger?” he said. 

“I’m Jimson, Mr. Big Buck,” the colored boy said, “just Jimson’s 
my name.” 

Big Buck reached his other arm into the bushes and caught hold of 
another woolly head. He yanked on it until Mo? i cafne hopping out 
into the road. He and Jimson stood there under Big Buck’s arms trem- 
bling worse than the leaves on the bushes had done. 

“What’s your name, black boy?” Big Buck said. 

“This is little Moses,” he answered. 

“Little Moses how-many?” 

“Just little Moses March.” 

“That’s a funny name to have in August, boy,” Big Buck said, shak- 
ing him by the hair until Moses wished he’d never been born. “What 
you quivering like that for, boy ? Ain’t nothing to be scared of if you 
change your name to August.” 

“Yes, sir, Mr. Big Buck,” Moses said. “I’ll sure change it. I’ll change 
my name just like you said. I’ll do just Mke you told me. I sure will, 
Mr. Big Buck.” 

Big Buck turned Moses loose and laughed all over. He slapped Jim- 
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son on the back between the shoulders and, before Jimson knew what 
had happened, the ground rose up and smacked him square in the 
face. Big Buck looked down at Jimson and raised him to his feet by 
gripping a handful of woolly hair in his hand. He stood back and 
laughed some more. 

“You peewces don’t have to act like you is scared out of your mind,” 
Big Buck said. “I ain’t going to hurt nobody. You boys is my friends. 
If it wasn’t so late, and if I wasn’t on my way to do some courting, 
I’d stop a while and shoot you some craps.” 

He hitched up his pants and tightened up his necktie. 

The boys couldn’t help admiring his bright yellow shoes and red 
necktie that looked like a red lantern hanging around his neck. 

“Whichnway is it to Singing Sal’s house from here?” he asked. 

“Whoses house?” Jimson asked, his mouth hanging open. “Whoscs 
house did you say?” 

“I said Singing Sal’s,” Big Buck answered. 

“You don’t mean Singing Sal, does you, Mr. Big Buck?” Moses 
asked. “You couldn’t mean her, because Singing Sal ain’t never took 
no courting. She’s mule-headed ” 

“You heard me, peewee,” Big Buck said. “I say what I mean, and 
l mean Sifiging Sal. Whichaway does she live from here?” 

“Is you fixing to court her, sure enough?” Moses asked. 

“That’s what I’m headed for,” he said, “and I’m in a big hurry to 
get there. You pee wees come on and show me the way to get to where 
that gal lives.” 

Jimson and Moses ran along beside him, trotting to keep up with 
the long strides. They went half a mile before anybody said anything. 

Every time they met a knot of people in the road, the folks jumped 
into the ditches to let Big Buck pass. Big Buck didn’t weigh more 
than two hundred and fifty pounds, and he wasn’t much over seven 
feet tall, but it looked like he took up all the space there was in a 
road when he swung along it. The women and girls sort of giggled 
when he went by, but Big Buck didn’t turn his head at all. He kept 
straight up the big road like .a hound on a live trail. 

It wasn’t long before Jimson and Moses were puffing and blowing, 
and they didn’t know how much longer they could keep up with Big 
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Buck i£ he didn’t stop soon and give them a chance to get their breath 
back. The folks in the road scattered like a covey of quail. 

When they got to the fork in the road, Big Buck stopped and asked 
them which way to go. 

“It’s over that way, across the creek,” Jimson said, breathing hard. 
“If you didn’t have no objection, I'd like to tag along behind you the 
rest of the way. Me and Moses was going over that way, anyway.” 

“I don’t aim to waste no time knocking on wrong people’s doors,” 
Big Buck said, “and I want you boys to lead me straight to the place 
I want to go. Come on and don’t waste no more time standing here.” 

They swung down the right-hand way. There weren’t many houses 
down there, and they didn’t lose any time. Big Buck was away out in 
front and the boys had a hard time keeping up. 

They passed a couple of houses and went up the hill from the bridge 
over the creek. Big Buck started humming a little tune to himself. He 
didn’t mind climbing a hill any more than walking on level ground. 

When they got to the top, Big Buck stopped and hitched up his 
pants. He wiped jhe dust off his new yellow shoes with his pants’ legs, 
and then he tightened up the red necktie until it almost choked him. 

“That’s the place,” Jimson said, pointing. 

“Then here’s where I light,” Big Buck said. “Here’s where I hang 
my hat.” 

He started towards the cabin through the gaj n the split-rail fence. 
He stopped half-way and called back. 

“I’m mighty much obliged to you boys,” he said. 

He dug down into his pants and tossed a bright dime to them. 
Jimson got it before it was lost in the dark. 

“You boys helped me save a lot of time, and I’m mighty much 
obliged,” he said. 

“You ain't going to try to court that there Singing Sal, sure enough, 
is you, Mr. Big Buck?” Jimson asked. He and Mos s came as far as 
the fence and leaned on it. “Eve /body says Singing Sal won’t take 
no courting. Some say she ain’t never took not even a whiff of it. Folks 
have even got theirselves hurt, just trying to.” 

“She just ain’t never had the right man come along before and give 
it to her,” Big Buck said. “I’ve heard all that talk about how she won’t 
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take no courting, but she’ll be singing a different tune when I get 
through with her.” 

Big Buck took a few steps towards the cabin door. Moses backed 
off towards the road. He wasn’t taking no chances, because Singing 
Sal had a habit of shooting off a shotgun when she didn’t want to be 
bothered. Moses backed away. Jimson stayed where he was and tried 
to get Moses to come ' closer so they could see what happened when 
Big Buck started inside. 

“There ain’t nothing to be scared of, Moses,” Jimson said. “Big Buck 
knows what he’s doing, or he wouldn’t have come all the way here 
like he done.” 

Big Buck hitched up his pants again and picked his way around 
the woodpile and over an old washtub full of rusty tin cans. He put 
one foot on the porch step and tried it with his weight to see how 
solid it was. The step squeaked and swayed, but it held him up. 

Out in the yard by the sagging split-rail fence Jimson and Moses 
hung on to a post and waited to see. When Big Buck rapped on the 
door, their breath was stuck tight inside of them. There wasn’t time 
to breathe before a chair fell over backward inside the cabin. Right 
after that a big tin pan was knocked off a table or shelf or something, 
and it fell bn the floor with a big racket, too. She sure had been taken 
by surprise. 

“Who’s that at my door?” Singing Sal said. “What you want, who- 
ever you is?” 

Big Buck kicked the door with one of his big yellow shoes. The 
whole building shook. 

“Your man has done come,” he said, rattling and twisting the door 
knob. “Open up and let your good man inside, gal.” 

“Go away from here, nigger, while you is*good and able,” Singing 
Sal said. “I ain’t got no time to be wasting on you, whoever you is. 
Now/just pick up your feet and mosey on away from my house.” , 

“Honey,” Big Buck said, getting a good grip on the knob, “I done 
made up my mind a long time back to start my courting while the 
victuals is hot. Just set me down a plate and pull me up a chair.” 

Before he could move an inch, a blast from Singing Sal’s shotgun 
tore through the flimsy door. It didn’t come anywhere near Big Buck, 
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but it did sort of set him back on his heels for a minute. Then he 
hitched up his pants and ypnked on the knob. 

“Put that plaything down before you hurt yourself, honey,” he 
shouted through the hole in the door. “Them things don’t scare me 
one bit.” 

He gave the knob a jerk, and it broke off, and the lock with it. 
The door opened slowly, and the yellow lamplight fell across the 
porch and yard as far as the woodpile. He strutted inside while Sing- 
ing Sal stared at him wildeyed. Nobody had ever come through her 
door like that before. He acted like he wasn’t scared of nothing in 
the world, not even double-barrel shotguns. 

“Who’s you?” she asked, her eyes popping. 

He started grinning at her, and his whole mouth looked like it 
w*s going to split open from one ear to the other. 

“I’m your man, honey,” he said, “and I’ve come to do you some 
courting.” 

He walked on past her, looking her over from top to bottom while 
she stood in a daze. He walked around her to get a good look at her 
from behind. She didn’t move an inch, she was that up in the air. 

Jimson and Moses crept a little closer, going as far as the woodpile. 
They stayed behind it so they would have a place to dodge in case 
Singing Sal got hold of herself and started shooting again. 

“I’m Big Buck from the far end of the swa# p, honey,” he said. 
“You must have heard of me before, because I’ve been around this 
part of the country most all my life. It’s too uad I’ve been this long 
in getting here for some courting. Bui here I is, honey. Your good 
man has done come at last.” 

He pulled up a chair and sat down at the table. He wiped off the 
red-and-yellow oilcloth whh his coat sleeve and reached to the cook- 
stove for a skillet full of pout-mouthed perch. While he was getting 
the fish with one hand, he reached the other one over and picked up 
the coffee pot and poured himself « cupful. When that was done, he 
reached into the oven and got himself a handful of hot biscuits. All 
the time he was doing that, Singing Sal just stood and looked like she 
had just woke up out of a long sleep. 

“You sure is a fine cook, honey,” Big Buck said. “My, oh, my! I’d 
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go courting every night if I could find good eating like these pout- 
mouthed perches and them hot biscuits.” 

After Big Buck had taken a bite of fish in one gulp and a whole 
biscuit in another, Singing Sal shook herself and reached down on the 
floor for the shotgun she dropped when she shot it oil the first time. 
She brought it up and leveled it off at Big Buck and squeezed one 
eye shut. Big Buck cut his eyes around at her and took another big 
bite of perch. 

“Honey, shut that door and keep the chilly night air out,” he told 
her, pouring another cup of coffee. “I don’t like to feel a draft down 
the back of my neck when I’m setting and eating.” 

Singing Sal raised one ear to hear what he was saying, and then 
she sighted some more down the barrel of the shotgun, but by then 
it was waving like she couldn’t draw a bead any more. She was shak- 
ing so she couldn’t hold it at all, and so she stood it on its end. After 
she had rested a minute, she clicked the hammer until it was un- 
cocked, and put the shotgun back under the bed. 

“Where’d you come from, anyhow?” she asked Big Buck. 

“Honey, I done told you I come from back in the swamp where I 
cut them cypress trees all week long,” he said. “If I had known how 
fine it is 'here, I wouldn’t have waited for Saturday to come. I’d have 
gone and been here a long time back before this, honey.” 

He took another helping of fish and poured himself some more hot 
black coffee. All the biscuits were gone, the whole breadpan full. He 
felt on the oilcloth and tried to find some crumbs with his fingers. 

Singing Sal walked behind his chair and looked him over good 
from head to toe. He didn’t pay no attention to her at all. He didn’i 
even say another word until he finished eating all the fried fish he 
wanted. 

Then he pushed the table away from him, wiped his mouth, and 
swung a long arm around behind him His arm caught Singing. Sal 
around the middle and brought her up beside him. He spread open 
his legs and stood her between them. Then he took another good look 
at her from top to bottom. 

“You look as good as them pout-mouthed perch and hot biscuits 1 
done ate, honey,” he said to her. “My, oh, my!” 
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He reached up and set her down on his lap. Then he reached out 
and kissed her hard on the mouth. 

Singing Sal swung her nearest arm, and her hand landed square on 
Big Buck’s face. He laughed right back at her. She swung her other 
arm, but her fist just bounced off his face like it had been a rubber 
ball. 

He reached out to grab her to him, and she let go with both fists, 
both knees, and the iron lid cover from the top of the skillet. Big Buck 
went down on the floor when the iron lid hit him, and Singing Sal 
landed on top of him swinging both the iron lid and the iron water 
kettle with all her might. The kettle broke, and pieces of it flew all 
over the room. Big Buck pushed along the floor, and she hit him with 
the skillet, the coffee pot, and the top of the table. That looked like it 
was enough to do him in, but he still had courting on his mind. He 
reached out to grab her to him, and she hit him over the head with 
the oven door. 

Singing Sal had been stirring around as busy as a cat wuth fur on 
fire, and she was out of breath. She sort of wobbled backward and 
rested against the foot of the bed, all undone. 

She was panting and blowing, and she didn’t know what to pick 
up next to hit him with. It looked to her like it didn’t do no good 
to hit him at all, because things bounced off him 'ike they would have 
against a brick w T all. She hadn’t ever seen a ma like him before in 
all her life. She didn’t know before that there was a man made like 
him at all. 

“Honey,” Big Buck said, “you sure is full of fire. You is my kind 
of gal to court. My, oh, my!” 

He reached up and grabbed her. She didn’t move much, and he 
tugged again. She acted hke she was a post in a post-hole, she was 
that solid when he tried to budge her. He grabbed her again, and she 
went down on top of him like a sack of corn. She rolled off on the 
floor, and her arms and legs thra:/ : j d around like she was trying to 
beat off bees and hornets. Big Buck got a grip on her and she rolled 
over on her back and lay there quiet, acting like she hadn’t ever tussled 
with him at all. Her eyes looked up into his, and if she had been a 
kitten she would have purred. 
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“How did you like my fried fish and hot biscuits, Big Buck?” she 
asked, lazy and slow. “How was they, Big Buck?” 

“The cooking’s mighty good,” he said. “I ain’t never had nothing 
as good as that was before.” 

The wind blew the door almost shut. There was only a little narrow 
crack left. Jimson and Moses stood up and looked at the yellow lamp- 
light shining through the crack. After that they went to the gap in 
the fence and made their way to the big road. Every once in a while 
they could hear Singing Sal laugh out loud. They sat down in the 
ditch and waited. There wasn’t anything else they could do. 

They had to wait a long time before Big Buck came out of the 
house. The moon had come up and moved half-way across the sky, 
and the dew had settled so heavy on them that they shivered as bad 
as if they had fallen in the creek. 

They jumped up when Big Buck came stumbling over the wood- 
pile and through the gap in the fence. 

From the door of the house a long shaft of yellow lamplight shone 
across the yard. Singing Sal was crouched behind the door with only 
her head sticking out. 

“What you boys hanging around here for?” Big Buck said. “Come 
on and get going.” 

They started down the hill, Big Buck striking out in front and Jim- 
son and Moses running along beside him to keep up with him. 

They were half-way down the hill, and Big Buck hadn’t said a word 
since they left the front of the house. Jimson and Moses ran along, 
trying to keep up with him, so they would hear anything he said 
about courting Singing Sal. Any man who had gone and courted Sing- 
ing Sal right in her own house ought to be full of things to say. 

They hung on, hoping he would say something any minute. It 
wasn’t so bad trying to keep up with him going down hill. 

When they got to the bottom of the hill where the road crossed the 
creekj Big Buck stopped and turned around. He looked back up at 
the top of the hill where Singing Sal lived, and drew in a long deep 
breath. Jimson and Moses crowded around him to hear if he said any- 
thing. 

“Them was the finest pout-mouthed perches I ever ate in all my 
life,” Big Buck said slowly. “My, oh, my! Them fried fish, and all 
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them hot biscuits was the best eating I ever done. My, oh, my! That 
colored gal sure can cook!” 

Big Buck hitched up his pants and started across the bridge. It was 
a long way back to the swamp, and the sun was getting ready to 
come up. 

“My, oh, my!” he said, swinging into his stride. 

Jimson and Moses ran along beside him, doing their best to keep up. 




SATURDAY AFTERNOON 


Contrary to the popular conception, a person does not 
become a writer because he receives a divine visitation , 
but because he things a writer receives such interesting 
rmitl. Actually, an author <• morning mail consists of 
the following: (a) a curt letter from an Avenue shoe 
store reminding him that payment of $17-75 for a pair 
of slippers bought by his wife six months previously is 
long overdue ; (b) a violei-scented fan 1 ter beginning, 
"Dear Sir : I have always wanted to hjnow an author 
intimately . . (c) a notice of an overdraft at the 

banl [; (d) a rejection slip from a magazine that has 
been holding a story for one year, three months, and 
fourteen days; (e) a notice from the examining board 
to report and explain certain discrepancies in his in- 
come tax report for the preceding calendar year; and 
^f) a pan letter beginning " Dear Sir ; Your latest story 
smells to high heaven. . . 
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ToM DENNY shoved the hunk of meat out of his way and 
stretched out on the meatblock. He wanted to lie on his back and 
rest. The meatblock was the only comfortable place in the butcher- 
shop where a man could stretch out and Tom just had to rest every 
once in a while. He could prop his foot on the edge of the block, 
swing the other leg across his knee and be fairly comfortable with a 
hunk of rump steak under his head. The meat was nice and cool just 
after it came from the icehouse. Tom did that. He wanted to rest 
himself a while and he had to be comfortable on the meatblock. He 
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kicked off his shoes so he could wiggle his toes. 

Tom’s butcher-shop did not have a very pleasant smell. Strangers 
who went in to buy Tom’s meat for the first time were always asking 
him what it was that had died between the walls. The smell got worse 
and worse year after year. 

Tom bit off a chew of tobacco and made himself comfortable on 
the meatblock. 

There was a swarm of flies buzzing around riv place: those lazy, 
stinging, fat and greasy flies that lived in Tom’s but. tier-shop. A screen 
door at the front kept out some of them that tried to get inside, but 
if they were used to coming in and filling up on the fresh blood on the 
meatblock they knew how to fly around to the back door where there 
had never been a screen. 

Everybody ate Tom’s meat, and liked it. There was no other 
butcher-shop in town. You' walked in and said, “Hello, Tom. How's 
everything today?” “Everything’s slick as a whistle with me, but my 
old woman’s got the chills and fever again.” Then after Tom had fin- 
ished telling how it felt to have chi i and fever, you said, “I want a 
pound of pork chops, Tom.” And Tom said, “By gosh, I’ll git it for 
you right away.” While you stood around waiting for the chop Tom 
turned the hunk of beef over two or three times businesslike and 
hacked off a pound of pork for you. If you wanted veal it was all the 
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same to Tom. He slammed the hunk of beef around several times 
making a great to-do, and got the veal for you. He pleased everybody. 
Ask Tom for any kind of meat you could name, and Tom had it right 
there on the meatblock waiting to be cut off and weighed. 

Tom brushed the flies off his face and took a little snooze. It was 
midday. The country people had not yet got to town. It was laying-by 
season and everybody was working right up to twelve o'clock sun 
time, which was half an hour slower than railroad time. There was 
hardly anybody in town at this time of day, even though it was Satur- 
day, All the town people who had wanted some of Tom's meat for 
Saturday dinner had already got what they needed, and it was too 
early in the day to buy Sunday meat. The best time of day to get meat 
from Tom if it was to be kept over until Sunday was about ten 
o’clock Saturday night. Then you could take it home and be fairly 
certain that it would not turn bad before noon the next day — if the 
weather was not too hot. 

The flies buzzed and lit on Tom’s mouth and nose and Tom 
knocked them away with his hand and tried to sleep on the meat- 
block with the cool hunk of rump steak under hk head. The tobacco 
juice kept trying to trickle down his throat and Tom had to keep spit- 
ting it out. There was a cigar-box half full of sawdust in the corner 
behind the showcase where livers and brains were kept for display, 
but he could hot quite spit that far from the position he was in. The 
tobacco juice splattered on the floor midway between the meatblock 
and cigar-box. What little of it dripped on the piece of rump steak 
did not really matter: most people cleaned their meat before they 
cooked and ate it, and it would all wash off. 

But the danged flics! They kept on buzzing and stinging as mean 
as ever, and there is nothing any meaner than a lazy, well-fed, butcher- 
shop fly in the summer-time, anyway. Tom knocked them off his face 
and. spat them off his mouth the best he could without having to 
move too much. After a while he let them alone. 

Tom was enjoving a good little snooze when Jim Baxter came run- 
ning through the back door from the barber-shop on the corner. Jim 
was Toms partner and he came in sometimes on busy days to help 
out. He was a great big man, almost twice as large as Tom. He always 
wore a big wide-brimmed black hat and a blue shirt with the sleeves 
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rolled up above his elbows. He had a large egg-shaped belly over 
which his breeches were always slipping down. When he walked he 
tugged at his breeches all the time, pulling them up over the top of 
his belly. But they were always working dowfi until it looked as if 
they were ready to drop to the ground any minute and trip him. Jim 
would not wear suspenders. A belt was more sporty-looking. 

Tom was snoozing away when Jim ran in the back door and 
grabbed him by the shoulders. A big handful of flies had gone to 
sleep on Tom’s mouth. Jim shooed them off. 

“Hey, Tom, Tom!” Jim shouted breathlessly. “Wake up, Tom! 
Wake up quick!” 

Tom jumped to the floor and pulled on his shoes. He had become 
so accustomed to people coming in and waking him up to buy a 
quarter’s worth of steak or a quarter’s worth of ham that he had mis- 
taken Jim for a customer. He rubbed the back of his hands over his 
mouth to take away the fly-stings. 

“What the hell!” he sputtered, looking up and seeing Jim standing 
there besitk him. “What you want?” 

“Come on, Tom!' Git your gun! We're going after a nigger down 
the creek a ways.” 

“God Almighty, Jim!” Tom shouted, now fully awake. He clutched 
Jim’s arm and begged: “You going to git a nigger, sure enough?” 

“You’re damn right, Tom. You k.>'*w that ging' bread nigger what 
used to work on the railroad a long time back: Him’s the nigger 
we’re going to git. And we’re going to git him good and proper, the 
yellow-face coon. He said something to Fred Jackson’s oldest gal down 
the road yonder about an hour ago. Fred told us all about it over at 
the barber-shop. Come on, Tom. We got to hurry. I expect we’ll jerk 
him up pretty soon now.” 

Tom tied on his shoes and ran across the street behind Jim. Tom 
had his shotgun under his arm, and Jim had pulled the cleaver out 
of the meatblock. They’d get the God-damn nigger .«.U right— God 
damn his yellow hide to hell! 

Tom climbed into an automobile with some other men. Jim jumped 
on the running-board of another car just as it was leaving. There were 
thirty or forty cars headed for the creek bottom already and more get- 
ting ready to start. 
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They had a place already picked out at the creek. There was a clear- 
ing in the woods by the road and there was just enough room to do 
the job like it should be done. Plenty of dry brushwood nearby and a 
good-sized sweetgum tree in the middle of the clearing. The automo- 
biles stopped and the men jumped out in a hurry. Some others had 
gone for Will Maxie. Will was the gingerbread Negro. They would 
probably find him at home laying-by his cotton. Will could grow good 
cotton. He cut out all the grass first, and then he banked his rows with 
earth. Everybody else laid-by his cotton without going to the trouble 
of taking out the grass. But Will was a pretty smart Negro. And he 
could raise a lot of corn too, to the acre. He always cut. out the grass 
before he laid-by his corn. But nobody liked Will. He made too much 
money by taking out the grass before laying-by his cotton and corn. 
He made more money than Tom and Jim made in the butcher-shop 
selling people meat. 

Doc Cromer had sent his boy down from the drugstore with half 
a dozen cases of Coca-Cola and a piece of ice in a washtub. The tub 
had some muddy water put in it from the creek, then the chunk of 
ice, and then three cases of Coca-Cola, When they were gone the boy 
would put the other three cases in the tub and give the dopes a chance 
to cool. Everybody likes to drink a lot of dopes when they are nice 
and cold. 

Tom went out in the woods to take a drink of corn with Jim 
and Hubert Wells. Hubert always carried a jug of corn with him 
wherever he happened to be going. He made the whiskey himself at 
his own still and got a fairly good living by selling it around the court- 
house and the barber-shop. Hubert made the best corn in the county. 

Will Maxie was coming up the big road in a hurry. A couple of 
dozen men were behind him poking him w'lth sticks. Will was getting 
old. He had a wife and three grown daughters, all married and set- 
tled .* 1 Will was a pretty good Negro too, minding his own business, 
stepping out of the road when he met a white man, and otherwise 
behaving himself. But nobody liked Will. He made too much money 
by taking the grass out of his cotton before it was laid-by. 

Will came running up the road and the men steered him into the 
clearing. It was all fixed. There was a big pile of brushwood and a 
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trace-chain for his neck and one for his feet. That would hold him. 
There were two or three cans of gasoline, too. 

Doc Cromer’s boy was doing a good business with his Coca-Colas. 
Only five or six bottles of the first three cases were left in the wash- 
tub. He was getting ready to put the other cases in now and give the 
dopes a chance to get nice and cool. Everybody likes to have a dope 
every once in a while. 

The Cromer boy would probably sell out and have to go back to 
town and bring back several more cases. And yet there was not such 
a big crowd today, either. It was the hot weather that made people 
have to drink a lot of dopes to stay cool. There were only a hundred 
and fifty or seventy-five there today. There had not been enough time 
for the word to get passed around. Tom would have missed it if Jim 
had not run in and told him about it while he was taking a nap on 
the mcatblock. 

Will Maxie did not drink Coca-Cola. Will never spent his money 
on anything like that. That was what was wrong with him. He was 
too damn good for a Negro. He did not drink corn whiskey, nor make 
it; he did not carry a knife, nor a razor; he bared his head when he 
met a white man, and he lived with his own wife. But they had him 
now! God damn his gingerbread hide to hell! They had him where 
he could not take any more grass out of his cotton before laying it by. 
They had him tied to a sweetgum tiee in the ' arin’g at the creek 
with a trace-chain around his neck and another around his knees. Yes, 
sir, they had Will Maxie now, the yellow-face coon! He would not 
take any more grass out of his cotton before laying it by! 

Tom was feeling good. Hubert gave him another drink in the 
woods. Hubert was all right. He made good corn whiskey. Tom liked 
him for that. And Hubert always took his wife a big piece of meat 
Saturday night to use over Sunday. Nice meat, too. Tom cut off the 
meat and Hubert took it home and made a present of it to his wife. 

Will Maxie was going up in smoke. When he was just about gone 
they gave him the lead. Tom stood ^ack and took good aim and fired 
away at Will with his shotgun as fast as he could breech it and put 
in a new load. About forty or more of the other men had shotguns 
too. They filled him so full of lead that his body sagged from his neck 
where the trace-chain held him up. 
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The Cromer boy had sold completely out. All of his ice and dopes 
were gone. Doc Cromer would feel pretty good when his boy brought 
back all that money. Six whole cases he sold, at a dime a bottle. If he 
had brought along another case or two he could have sold them easily 
enough. Everybody likes Coca-Cola. There is nothing better to drink 
on a hot day, if the dopes are nice and cool. 

After a while the men got ready to draw the body up in the tree 
and tie it to a limb so it could hang there, but Tom and Jim could 
not wait and they went back to town the first chance they got to ride. 
They were in a big hurry. They had been gone several hours and it 
was almost four o’clock. A lot of people came downtown, early Satur- 
day afternoon to get their Sunday meat before it was picked over by 
the country people. Tom and Jim had to hurry back and open up the 
meat-market and get to work slicing steaks and chopping soup bones 
with the cleaver on the meatblock. Tom was the butcher. He did all 
the work with the meat. He went out and killed a cow and quartered 
her. Then he hauled the meat to the butcher-shop and hung it on the 
hooks in the icehouse. When somebody wanted to buy some meat, he 
took one of the quarters from the hook and threw it on the meatblock 
and cut what you asked for. You told Tom what you wanted and he 
gave it to* you, no matter what it was you asked for. 

Then you stepped over to the counter and paid Jim the money foi 
it. Jim was the cashier. He did all the talking, too. Tom had to do the 
cutting and weighing. Jim’s egg-shaped belly was too big for him to 
work around the meatblock. It got in his way when he tried to slice 
you a piece of tenderloin steak, so Tom did that and Jim took the 
money and put it into the cashbox under the counter. 

Tom and Jim got back to town just in time. There was a big crowd 
standing around on the street getting ready to do their weekly trad- 
ing, and they had to have some meat. You went in the butcher-shop 
and said, “Hello, Tom. I want two pounds and a half of pork chops.” 
Tom said, “Hello, I’ll get it for you right away.” While you were wait- 
ing for Tom to cut the meat off the hunk of rump steak you asked 
him how was everything. 

“Everything’s slick as a whistle,” he said, “except my old woman’s 
got the chills and fever pretty bad again.” 
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Tom weighed the pork chops and wrapped them up for you and 
then you stepped over to Jim and paid him the money. Jim was the 
cashier. His egg-shaped belly was too big for him to work around the 
meatblock. Tom did that part, and Jii. took the money and put it into 
the cashbox under the counter. 
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Authors awaiting the impending publication of their 
first book and subsequent reviews, would do well to 
occupy their time in the interim by familiarizing them- 
selves with the recognized, or rote, methods of news- 
paper and magazine criticism. Once an author has 
made a thorough study of reviewing, he will be able 
to sort his notices as follows: (a) leviews beginning, 
“T his book is by no means as good as Si \e spear e, the 
Bible, or ‘The Origin of Species’”; (b) the review by 
the newspaper owners wife (or daughter ); (c) the 
review written by the author of last years bestseller ; 
(d) the review written by one of the office boys who 
copied the blurb from the jacket ; and (c) the review 
written by the professional critic, who wants his name 
mentioned in the publisher’s advertisements, beginning 
“Far and away the greatest . . 
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A QUARTER of n mile down the river the partly devoured car- 
casses of five or six mules that had been killed during the past two 
weeks by the heat and overwork at the sawmill, lay rotting in the mid- 
afternoon sun. Of the hundred or more buzzards hovering around the 
flesh, some.were perched drowsily on the cypress stumps, and some 
were strutting aimlessly over the cleared ground. Every few minutes 
one of the buzzards, with a sound like wagon-rumble on a wooden 
brid -u beat the Mihty air with its wings and pecked and clawed at the 
decaying flesh. Dozens of the vultuics glided overhead hour after hour 
in monotonous circles. 

The breeze that had been coming up the river since early that morn- 
ing shifted to the east and the lull stench of sun-rotted mule-flesh set- 
tled over the swarfip. The July sun blazed over the earth and shriveled 
the grass and weeds until they were as dry as crisp autumn leaves. A 
cloud of dense black smoke blew over from the other side of the river 
when somebody threw an armful of fat pine on the lire tinder the 
moonshine still. 

Jake blew his nose on the ground and asked Ked for a smoke. Red 
gave him a cigarette. 

“What time’s it now, Red?” 

Red took his watch from his overalls pocket and showed it to Jake. 

“Looks to me like it’s about three o’clock,” he told Red. 

Red jerked the pump our of the dust and kicked at the punctured 
tire. The air escaped just as fast as he could pump it in. There was 
nothing in the old car to patch the tube with. 

Jake spat at the Negro’s head on the running-bo rd and grabbed 
Red’s arm. 

“That nigger’s stinkin’ worse than them mules, Red. Let’s run that 
tire flat so we can git to town and git shed of him. 1 don’t like to 
waste time around that smell.” 

Red was open to any suggestion. The sweat had been running down 
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his face and over his chest and wetting his breeches. He had been 
pumping for half an hour trying to get some air into the tire. It had 
been flat when they left the sawmill. 

Jake cranked up the engine and they got in and started up the road 
towards town. It was three miles to town from the sawmill. 

The old automobile rattled up the road through the deep yellow 
dust. The sun was so hot it made the air feel like steam when it was 
breathed into the lungs. Most of the water had leaked from the radi- 
ator, and the engine knocked like ten-pound hammers on an anvil. 
Red did not care about the noise as long as he could get where he 
was going. 

Half a mile up the road was Hog Creek. When they got to the top 
of the hill Red shut off the engine. The car rolled down to the creek 
and stopped on the bridge. 

“Git some water for the radiator, Jake,” Red said. He reached in the 
back seat and pulled out a tin can for Jake" to carry the water in. 

Jake crawled out of the car and stretched his arm and legs. He wiped 
the sweat off his face with his shirt-tail. 

“Don’t hurry me,” Jake said, leaning against the car. “Ain't no 
hurry for nothin’.” 

Red got -tired holding the can. He threw it at Jake. Jake dodged it 
and the can rolled off the bridge down into the creek. Red propped 
his feet on the Windshield and got ready to take a nap while Jake was 
going for the water. 

Jake walked around to the other side of the car and looked at the 
Negro. The hot sun had swollen the lips until they curled over and 
touched the nose and chin. The Negro had tripped-up that morning 
when he tried to get out of the way of a falling cypress tree. 

“What’s this nigger’s name?” he asked Red. 

“Jim somethin’,” Red grunted, trying to sleep. 

Jak^ turned the head over with his foot so he could see the face. He 
happened to think that he might have known him. 

“God Almighty!” he said, shaking Red by the arm. “Hand me that 
monkey-wrench quick, Red.” 

Red lifted up the back seat and found the monkey-wrench. He got 
DUt and handed it to Jake. 

“What’s the matter, Jake? What’s the matter with the nigger?” 
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Jake picked up a stick and pushed back the Negro’s lips. 

“Look at them gold teeth, Red,” he pointed. 

Red squatted beside the running-board and tried to count the gold 
teeth. 

“Here, Red, you take this stick and hold his mouth open while I 
knock off that gold.” 

Red took the stick and pushed the lips away from the teeth. Jake 
choked the monkey-wrench half-way and tapped on the first tooth. 
He had to hit it about six or seven times before it broke off and fell 
on the bridge. Red picked it up and rubbed the dirt off on his over- 
alls. 

“How much is it worth, Jake?” he asked, bouncing the tooth in the 
palm of his hand trying to feel the weight. 

“About two dollars,” Jake said. “Maybe more.” 

Jake took the tooth and weighed it in his hand. 

“Hold his mouth open and let me knock out the rest of them,” Jake 
said. He picked up the monkey-wrench and choked it half-way. 
“There’s about three or four more, looks like to me.” 

Red pushed the ‘Negro’s lips away from the teeth while Jake ham- 
mered away at the gold. The sun had made the teeth so hot they 
burned his fingers when he picked them off the bridge. 

“You keep two and give me three,” Red said. “It’s my car we’re 
totin’ him to town in.” 

“Like hell I will,” Jake said. “I found them, o.dn’t I? Well, I got 
the right to keep three myself if I want to.” 

Red jerked the monkey-wrench off the running-board and socked 
Jake on the head with it. The blow was only hard enough to stun 
him. Jake reeled around on the bridge like he was dead drunk and 
fell against the radiator. Red followed him up and socked him again. 
A ball of skin and hair {ell in the dust. He took all the gold teeth 
and put them into his overalls pocket. 

Jake was knocked out cold. Red shook him and kicked him, but 
Jake didn’t move. Red dragged i m around to the back seat and 
threw him inside and shut the door. Then he cranked up the car and 
started to town. The tire that was punctured had dropped off the 
wheel somewhere down the road and there was nothing left except 
the rim to ride on. 
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Red had gone a little over a mile from the bridge when Jake came 
to himself and sat up on the back scat. He was still a little dizzy, but 
he knew what he was doing. 

“Hold on a minute, Red,” he shouted. “Stop this automobile.” 

Red shut off the engine and the car rolled to a stop. He got out m 
the road. 

“What you want now, Jake?” he asked him. 

“Look, Red,” he pointed across the cottonficld beside the road. 
“Look what's yonder. Red.” 

A mulatto girl was chopping cotton about twenty rows from the 
road. Red started across the field after her before Jake could get out. 
They stumbled over the cotton rows kicking up the plants with every 
step. 

Jake caught up with Red before they reached the girl. When they 
were only two rows away, she dropped her hoe and started running 
towards the woods. 


“Hey, there!” Jake shouted. “Don’t you run off!” 

He picked up a heavy sun-baked clod and heaved it at her as hard 
as he could. She turned around and tried to dodge it; but she could 
not get out of the way in time, and it struck her full on the forehead. 
Red gof to her first. The girl rubbed her head and tried to gel up. 


He pushed her down again. 

Jake came running up. He tried to kick her dress above her waist 


with his foot. 


“Wait a minute,” Red said. He shoved Jake off his feet. “I got here 
first.” 


“That don’t cut no ice with me,” Jake said. He started for Red and 
butted him down. Then he stood over him and tried to stomp Red's 
head with his heels. 


Red got away and picked up the girl’s hoe and swung it with all 
his rriight at Jake’s head. The sharp blade caught Jake on the right 
side of his head and sliced his ear of? close to his face. Jake fell back 
and felt his face and looked at the ear on the ground. 

Red turned around to grab the girl, but she was gone. She was 
nowhere in sight. 

“Come on, Jake,” he said. “She run off. Let’s git to town and dump 
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that nigger. I want ’bout a dozen good stiff drinks. I don’t work all 
week and let payday git by without tankin’ up good and plenty.” 

Jake tore one of the sleeves put of his shirt and made a bandage to 
tie around his head. It did not bleed so much after that. 

Red went back to the car and waited for Jake. The dead Negro on 
the running-board was a hell of a lot of trouble. If it had not been 
for him, the girl would not have got scared and run away. 

They got into the car again and started to town. They had to get 
to the undertaker’s before six o’clock, because he closed up at that 
time; and they did not want to have to carry the dead Negro around 
with them q 11 day Sunday. 

“What time’s it now, Red?” Jake asked him. 

Red pulled out his watch and showed it to Jake. 

“Looks like it’s about five o’clock,” Jake told him. 

Red put the watch back into his overalls pocket. 

It was about a mile and a half to town yet, and there was a black 
cloud coming up like there might be a big thunder-storm. The old car 
had got hot again because they did not get the water at Hog Creek, 
and the engine was knocking so hard it could be heard half a mile 
away. 

Suddenly the storm broke overhead and the water came down in 

where fhr v could get out of the 
rain and there was no top on the car. Red opene . the throttle as wide 
as it would go and tried to get to town in a hurry. The rain cooled 
the engine and made the car run faster. 

When they got to the edge of town, the old car was running faster 
than it ever had. The ram came down harder and harder all the time. 
It was a cloudburst, all right. 

Then suddenly one of* the cylinders went dead, and the machine 
slowed down a little. In a minute two more of the cylinders went dead 
at the same time, and the car could barely move on "he one that was 
left. The rain would drown that le out, too, in a little while. 

The car went as far as the poolroom and stopped dead. All the 
cylinders were full of water. 

“Git out, Red,” Jake shouted. “I'll bet you a quart of corn I can beat 
you live games of pool.” 


bucketfuls. There was no place to stop 
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Red was right behind Jake. The rain had soaked every thread of 
their clothes. 

The men in the poolroom asked Jake and Red where they got the 
Negro and what they were going to do with him. 

“We’re takin’ him to the undertaker’s when the shower’s over,” Red 
said. “He got tripped-up down at the sawmill this mornin’. Right on 
payday, too.” 

Some of the hounds that were not too lazy went out in the rain 
and smelled the Negro on the running-board. 

One of the men told Jake he had better go to the drugstore and 
have his head fixed. Jake said he couldn’t be bothered. 

Jake beat Red the first four games, and then Red wanted to bet 
two quarts that he could win the last game. He laid a ragged five- 
dollar bill on the table, for a side bet. Jake covered that with a bill 
that was even more ragged. 

Red had the break on the fifth game. He slammed away with his 
stick and lucked the eleven-ball, the fifteen, the nine, and the four- 
ball. 

“Hell,” Jake said, “I’ll spot you that thirty-nine and beat you.” He 
chalked his stick and got ready to make a run, after Red missed his 
next shot. *“ All I want is one good shot and I’ll make game before I 
stop runnin’ them. We shoot pool where I come from.” 

Jake made the one, two, three, and lucked the twelve-ball. He 
chalked his cue again and got ready to run the five-ball in. 

Just as he was tapping the cue-ball somebody on the other side of 
the table started talking out loud. 

“He ain’t no pool shot,” the man laughed. “I bet he don’t make that 
five-ball.” 

Jake missed. 

Before anybody knew what was happening, Jake had swung the 
leaded butt-end of his cue-stick at the man’s head with all his might. 
The man fell' against another table and struck his head on a sharp- 
edged spittoon. A four-inch gash had been opened on his head by the 
stick, and blood was running through a crack in the floor. 

“I’ll teach these smart guys how to talk when Fm shootin’ pool,” 
Jake said. “I bet he don’t open his trap like that no more.” 



SAVANNAH RIVER PAYDAY 659 

The man was carried down to the doctor’s office to get his head 
sewed up. 

Red took two shots and made game. Jake was ready to pay off. 

They went out the back door and got the corn in a half-gallon jug. 
Jake took half a dozen swallows and handed the jug over to Red. 
Red drank till the jug was half full. Then they went back into the 
poolroom to shoot some more pool. 

A man came running in from the street and told Jake and Red the 
marshal was outside waiting to see them. 

“What does he want now?” Red asked him. 

“He says he wants you-all to tote that digger down to the under- 
taker’s before he stinks the whole town up.” 

Jake took another half-dozen swallows out of the jug and handed 
it over to Red. 

“Say,” Jake said, falling against one of the tables, “you go tell that 
marshal that I said for him to take a long runnin’ start and jump to 
hell.— Me and Red’s shootin’ pool!” 
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Aspiring writers have every right to seel ( advice. My 
advice is always to insert somewhere in each story one 
innocent-appearing statement of fact that is funda- 
mentally erroneous. When the reader stumbles over 
this bit, he will believe that he is wiser than the author, 
and naturally he will lose no time in advertising it to 
the world. T his will create a rush to obtain the author s 
worlds, and before long he will make e bestseller 
lists. Examples : (a) “Gladys, a career girl, pined day 
and night for a home and babies of her own.” (b) 
" Hoskins , in making out his income tax report, always 
made a deduction for money spent in night clubs, and 
the government invariably granted the claim.” 
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Mrs . GARLEY was seated at the head of the table drinking coffee 
and reading the paper after breakfast when she heard a plate fall and 
break on the kitchen floor. The boarders had eaten and left, and she 
was alone in the room. Garley had left the house too. 

When she ran to the kitchen door, threw it open, and looked inside 
at Lessie, the little Negro girl was cringing in the corner behind the 
range. 

“So you broke another one of my dishes, did you?” Mrs. Garley 
said evenly. Her anger was slowly rising; the longer she stood and 
looked at Lessie, the madder she could become. “That makes two 
you’ve broken this month, Lessie. And that’s two too many for me 
to stand for.” 

The nine-year-old colored girl moved inch by inch farther into the 
corner. She never knew what Mrs. Garley might do to her next. 

“You come out here in the middle of this flou> Lessie," the woman 
said. “Come this minute when I speak to you!" 

The girl came several steps, watching Mrs. Garley and trembling all 
over. When she was half-way to the center of the room, Mrs. Garley 
ran to her and slapped her on both sides of her face. The blows made 
her so dizzy she did not know where she was or what she was doing. 
She threw her arms around her head protecting. 

“You stinking little nigger 1” Mrs.' Garley shouted at her. 

Before Lessie could run back to the corner behind the stove, Mrs. 
Garley snatched up the broom and began beating her with it, striking 
her as hard as she could over the head, shoulders, and on her back. 
The girl began to cry, and fell on the floor. Mrs. Garley struck her 
while she lay there screaming and writhing. 

. “Now, you get up from there and get to work cleaning this house," 
r * 663 
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she told Lessie, putting the broom away. “I want every room in this 
house as clean as a pin by twelve o’clock .” 

She left the kitchen and went into the front of the house. 

ii 

Lessie had complained about the work. She had complained about 
washing so many dishes and cleaning so many rooms in the boarding- 
house. She said she was too tired to finish them every day. Mrs. Garley 
had slapped her for every word she uttered. 

“If that nigger has run away,’* she told her husband, “I’ll whip her 
until there’s nothing left of her.” 

“You can’t expect too much of her,” Garley said. “She’s not big 
enough to do much heavy work.” 

“You talk like you’re taking up for her,” his wife said. “I feed her, 
give her clothes, and keep her. If she won’t be grateful of her own 
accord, I’ll make her be grateful.” 

Lessie had run away, and Mrs. Garley knew she had. Mrs. Garley 
had been expecting it to happen for some time, but she believed she 
had frightened the girl enough to keep her there., Lessie had been 
brought into town from the country when she was four years old, and 
for the past three years she had done all the housework. 

“It’s about time to let her go, anyway,” Garley said. “You wouldn’t 
be able to keep^er much longer without paying her something.” 

“There you go, taking up for her again! I pay her with her meals 
and bed. That’s all she should have. I wouldn’t give her a red cent 
besides that.” 

Garley shook his head, still not convinced. For one thing, he was 
afraid there might be trouble if they kept her any longer. Everybody 
in town knew they kept Lessie there to do the work, and somebody 
might want to make trouble for them. His wife worked the girl 
harder than a grown person. 

“W$l, I want Lessie back, and I want you to bring her back,” his 
wife said. “I want her back by tomorrow morning at breakfast time.” 

Garley looked at his wife but said nothing. He depended upon her 
for his living. Without her and the boarding-house, he did not know 
what he could do. She ran the boarding-house and paid all the bills. 
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When she told him to do something, he could not say he would not 
do it. He got up and went through the house to the back porch. 

There was a small room behind the kitchen, only long enough and 
wide enough for a cot that had been cut in half for Lessie. There never 
had been much in the room, except the bed, and now there was noth- 
ing else there. Even the two or three dresses his wife had made for 
Lessie by cutting down some of her old clothes were gone. Garley 
looked under the cot, and found nothing there. Lessie had run away, 
and there was nothing to show that she might have intended coming 
back. She had taken all she possessed. 

When Garley saw his wife half an hour later, she stopped him in 
the hall, hands on hips. 

“Well?” she said. “Do you expect to find her hiding under a chair 
somewhere in the house?” 

“Where can I look?” he asked. “How do I know which way she 
went?” 

“How do I know?” Mrs. Garley said. “If I knew, I’d go there and 
find her myself. You find Lessie nn d bring her back here by break- 
fast time tomorrcAv morning, if you know what’s good for you. If you 
don’t ... if you don’t . . .” 

Garley found his hat and went out the front door. He turned down 
the street in the direction of the Negro quarter of town. That was the 
only likely place for Lessie to be hiding, unler she had gone to the 
country. 

hi 

As soon as he passed the first Negro house in the quarter, Garley 
had a feeling that everybody in the neighborhood was watching him 
from behind doors, windows, and corners of buildings. He turned, 
jerking his head around quickly, and tried to catch somebody looking 
at him. There was nobody to be seen anywhere. The place looked 
completely deserted. 

“Lessie wouldn’t know any of these darkies,” he said to Rimself. 
'She never left home, and nobody ever came there to see her. I 
wouldn’t be surprised if nobody knew she was alive, except my wife 
and me. Lessie wouldn’t come down here among strangers when she 
ran away.” 
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He walked on, trying to think where he could look for her. He de- 
cided she would not have gone to the country, because she would have 
been too afraid to do that. The only other place for her to be hiding, 
after all, was in the quarter. If he did find her, he believed he would 
come across her hiding behind some Negro woman who had taken 
her in. 

Garley had half made up his mind to go back home and tell his 
wife he had looked through every house in the quarter without find- 
ing Lessie. But when he stopped and started back, he began to think 
what his wife would say and do. She might even take it into her head 
to turn him out of house and home if he went back without Lessie, 
or word of her. 

Turning down an alley, he picked out a house at random. The door 
and the windows were open, but there was no sign of anyone’s being 
there. There was not even smoke in the chimney. 

Garley hesitated, and then went to the house next door. 1 

He knocked and listened. There was no sound anywhere, even 
though there was a fire under a washpot in the yard. He stepped into 
the doorway and looked inside. In the corner of the room sat a large 
Negro woman, rocking unconcernedly to and fro in a chair. On her 
lap, all but hidden in the folds of her breasts, sat Lessie. The girl was 
clinging to the yvoman and burying her head deeper and deeper under 
the woman’s arms. 

“Hello, Aunt Grade,” Garley said, staring at them. 

“What do you want down here, Mr. Garley?” Aunt Gracic asked 
stiffly. 

“Just looking around,” Garley said. 

“Just looking around for what?” the woman asked. 

“Well, Lessie, I guess.” 

“It won’t do you a bit of good,” Aunt Gracic said. “You’ll just be 
wasting your time talking about it.” 

“I didn’t know where she was, to tell the truth,” he said. 

“And it won’t do you no good to know where she is, either,” Aunt 
Grade said, “because you can go tell that wife of yours that she’s going 
to stay where she is at.” 
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Garley sat down in a chair by the door. The Negro woman hugged 
Lessie all the tighter and rocked her back and forth. Lcssie had not 
looked at him. 

“To tell the truth,” Garley said, “my wife has been pretty hard on 
lassie for the past three or four years. She’s been a little harder than 
she ought to have been, I guess.” 

“She won’t be again,” Aunt Gracie said. “Because the child’s going 
to stay right here with me from now on. You white people ought to 
be ashamed of yourselves for treating darkies like you do. You know 
good and well it couldn’t be right to make Lessie work for you all 
the time and not give her something more than a few old rags made 
over from your wife’s clothes when she is done with them, and what 
scraps get left over from the kitchen." 

Garley hoped Aunt Gracie Would not begin next about the way his 
wife had slapped and beat Lessie with the broom. He hoped nobody 
knew about that. 

“When you get home,” Aunt Gracie said, “tell your wife I’ve got 
Lessie, and that I’m going to keep her. Tell her to come down here 
herself after her, if she dares to, but I don’t reckon she will, because 
she knows what I’ll say to her will make her ears burn red.” 

Garley got up, taking one more look at Lessie. He had never known 
she was so small before. Even though she was nine years old, she 
looked no larger than a six- or sever. -year-old g>.‘ Ha backed to the 
door, not saying a word. 

Outside in the alley again, he turned towards home. It would soon 
be time for supper, and meals were served on time. He looked at his 
watch as he hurried up the street through the quarter. On the way he 
cut across a vacant lot, to make certain that he got there in plenty 
of time. 

His wife was standing bn the front porch. 

“Well, did you find Lessie?” she demanded. 

“She’ll be back by breakfast time,” Garley said. “You told me that 
was when she had to be back, didi t you?” 

“That’s what I said, and if she’s not here then, you can get ready to 
do some stirring around for yourself.” 

“I’ll do the best I can,” he said, hurrying through the hall behind 
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her to the dining room, where the boarders had already sat down at 
the table. 

Garley slipped into the room and got into his seat unnoticed. He 
was just in time to get a helping from the first dish that was passed 
down his side of the table. 
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Nobody knew where Handy came from, and nobody knew 
where he would go if he left, but if he had not killed Grandpa Price, 
he could have stayed another ten years or more. 

Grandpa Price was old, and he was peevish, and he did nothing but 
fuss and find fault all day long. If he had been let alone, he would 
not have lived much longer, anyway. 

But Handy hit Grandpa Price with a windlass, and the old man 
died rhat night. Handy had to pack up the little that belonged to him 
and get ready to go somewhere else to live. 

“You ought to have had better sense,” Harry Munford told him. 

“It wasn’t sense that had to do with it,” Handy said. 

“Just the same, it wasn’t a good thing to do.” 

“A man oughtn’t be an out-and-out trouble-maker,” Handy said. 
“People who spend their lives building things don’t have time to find 
fault with others.” 


“Even so,” Harry said, “you shouldn’t have done what you did to 
Grandpa Price.” • 

A whole day could be spent counting up the downright trouble- 
making things Grandpa Price had said and done during the past ten 
or fifteen years. When he ran out of the ordinary things to find fault 
with, such as not enough gravy on the chicken or too much sweeten- 
ing in the custard, he would go around quarreling about the time of 
day it happened to be. Sometimes when it was morning, he would say 
it ought to be afternoon* and when it was noon, he would say it ought 
to be dawn, and then rant and rave if anybody said noon was as good 
as anything else for it to be. Only a few days before he died) he got 
after Harry because the chimney .night not be in plumb. That made 
Harry so mad he almost lost his head. ‘What if it ain’t?’ he shouted 
at the old man. ‘Because if it ain’t, it ought to be,’ Grandpa Price said. 
Harry was so mad by then that he went for a plumb line and 
dropped it on the chimney. The chimney was only an eighth of an 
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inch out of plumb. That ought to make you shut your mouth from 
now on!’ Harry shouted at him. ‘I won’t shut my mouth, because the 
chimney is out of plumb and you know it. It ought to be torn down 
and built up again right,’ Grandpa Price said. ‘Over my dead body,’ 
Harry told him. Grandpa Price fussed about the chimney being out 
of plumb all the rest of the day, and even through supper until he 
went to bed that night. He called Harry and all the Munfords lazy, 
good-for-nothing, and slip-shod. He followed Harry around the place 
the next day saying anybody who would take up for an out-of-plumb 
chimney was not a good citizen. 

“The more I think about it, Handy, the more I think you shouldn’t 
have done it,” Harry said. “Any number of times I’ve felt like picking 
up a brick or a crow-bar and doing the thing myself, but a man can’t 
go around the world hitting old men like that, no matter how pro- 
voked he is. The law’s against it.” 

“I just couldn’t stand it no longer, Mr. Harry,” Handy said. “I’m 
sorry about it now, but it just couldn’t be helped at the time.” 

Handy had lived there ten or twelve years. When he walked into 
the front yard for the first time, it was in the middle of the cotton- 
picking season. He came in and said he was looking for something to 
do. It was at a time when Harry needed cotton pickers if he ever 
needed them. He was glad to see anybody who came up and said he 
wanted a job. Harry was all ready to hire Handy. He told Handy he 
was paying sixty cents a hundred in the fields. 

Handy shook his head as though he knew exactly what he wanted. 
Cotton picking was not it. ‘No sirree, bob. I don’t pick no cotton,’ 
Handy said. ‘I haven’t got any need for anybody else these days,’ 
Harry told him. The cotton is falling on the ground, going to waste 
faster every day, and that’s all I’m concerned about now.’ ‘You al- 
ways got need for something new, or something made of something 
old.* ‘What do you mean?’ ‘I make things,’ Handy said. ‘I just take 
what’s Ihrown away and make it useful. Sometimes I like to make a 
thing just because it’s pretty, though.’ 

He picked up a stick of wood about a foot long and two or three 
inches thick. Nobody paid much attention to what he was doing, and 
Harry was sizing him up to be a tramp. He asked Handy if he had 
ever worked in the fields, and Handy said he had not. He asked him 
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if he had worked on the river steamers, and Handy said no. In the 
cotton mills. Not ever. Railroads. No. Harry shook his head. He put 
Handy down a tramp. Handy scraped the wood with the knife blade 
and handed it to Harry. It was the smoothest- whittled wopden spoon 
anybody had ever seen. It looked as if it had been sandpapered and 
polished with soapstone. It had taken Handy only the length of time 
he was standing there to do it, too. Harry turned the spoon over and 
over in his hands, felt of it, and smiled at Handy. Anybody who 
could do a thing like that deserved a better jack-knife than Handy 
had. Harry took his own out of his pocket and gave it to him. 

Nobody said anything more to him about picking cotton in the 
fields. Handy walked around the yard looking at things for a while, 
and then he went around to the back of the house and looked inside 
the Korn, the woodshed, the smokehouse, and the chicken run. He 
looked in all the hen nests, and then he began carving nest-eggs out 
of some blocks of wood he found in the barn. They were smooth and 
brown, and the laying hens liked them better than any other kind. 

After he had made six or eight nest-eggs, he found something else 
to do. He never* asked Harry or anybody if it was all right for him 
to do a thing, or if they wanted something made; he just went ahead 
and made whatever he felt like doing. The chairs Handy made were 
the most comfortable in the house, the plow-stncks were the strongest 
on the farm, and the weathervancs were the pr iesuin the country. 

“The trouble with Grandpa Price, he wash t like me and you, 
Handy,” Harry said. “The reason me and yo’’ are alike is that I crave 
to get things growing in the fields, and you to make things with your 
hands. Grandpa Price didn’t have that feeling in him. All he wanted 
was to find fault with what other people grow or make.” 

Handy was sad and dejected. He knew it would take him a long 
time to find another place where the people would let him stay and 
make things. He would be able to stop along the road now and then, 
of course, and make a chicken coop for somebody o! build a pig-pen; 
but as soon as he finished it, they would give him a left-over meal or 
a pair of old pants and tell him to go on away. He knew all about 
the trouble he was going to have finding somebody who would let 
him stay and just make things. Some of them would offer him a job 
plowing; in the fields, or working on a river steamer. ‘I want to make 
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things out of pieces of wood,’ Handy said. 1 want to build things 
with my fingers.’ The people were going to back away from him; they 
would shut the door in his face. He could not sit still. .His hands began 
to tremble. 

“What’s the matter, Handy?” Harry asked him. “What makes you 
shake like that? Don’t let what happened to Grandpa Price untie 
you.” 

“It’s not that, it’s something else.” 

“What else?” 

“I’m going to find it hard not having a place to live where I can 
make things.” 

“I hate like everything to see you go,” Harry said. “Somehow or 
other it don’t seem right at all.” It hurt him so much to think about 
Handy’s leaving that he tried not to look at him. “But,” he said, “the 
sheriff will make it hard for me if I fail to tell him what happened.” 
It was already the day after Grandpa Price had died, and the sheriff 
had to be told about it before Grandpa Price could be buried in the 
cemetery. “But I don’t want to do it, just the same,” Harry said sadly. 
“It means driving you off, Handy, and I’d drive you off a dozen times 
before I’d let the sheriff find you here when he comes.” 

It hurt Harry so much to think about it he could not sit there and 
look at Handy. He got up and walked away by himself. 

When he came back, Handy was not there. But presently he saw 
Handy’s head bobbing up and down behind the barn fence, and he 
was relieved. After a while he went into the house to change into 
clean overalls and shirt. He had to change before he could go into 
town, anyway. There was nothing to stop him from taking as much 
time as he wanted, though. He looked at two or three pairs of overalls 
before deciding which to put on. He liked to have a person like 
Handy around, because Handy was always making something, or get- 
ting reftdy to make something. That was what he liked about Handyx 
He was like the children when they came home from school, or on 
holidays. They were busy at something, play or work, every minute 
they were awake. He was afraid, though, that when they grew up 
they would get to be like Grandpa Price, that they would spend their 
time finding fault instead of making things. 



HANDY 675 

When Harry finally came out into the yard, it was late in the 
afternoon. 

“I don't like to go to town at this time of the day," he said, looking 
towards the barn where Handy was, up at the sky, and back again 
towards the barn. “It would mean coming back long after dark.” 

Harry walked around the house, to the garden several times, and 
finally towards the barnyard. He wondered more and more all the 
time what Handy was spending so much time down there for. Several 
times he had seen Handy come to the barn door, throw some trash 
and shavings outside, and then disappear again. 

It grew dark soon, and he did not see Handy again until the next 
morning. Handy was at the table eating breakfast when Harry came 
in and sat down. 

“What’s this?” Harry asked, standing up again suddenly. 

“A little present for Grandpa Price,” Handy said. 

“But Grandpa Price is dead ” 

“I only made it to hang around his neck in the grave,” Handy said. 
“I always wanted to make something for him, but I thought he’d find 
so much fault with it if he was alive that I went ahead and made it 
all wrong just to please him.” 

It was a wooden chain about two feet long, each link about the size 
of a fingernail, and each one a different object. Handy had carved it 
from beginning to end since the afternoon before fitting up all night 
to finish it. 

“If Grandpa Price was alive, he'd be so tickled to get it he wouldn’t 
want to find any fault with it, Handy. As it is, I don’t know that I’ve 
ever seen a finer-looking present.” 

Harry sat down and picked up the chain to look at it more closely. 
The first link he looked at was a miniature chair with three legs 
shorter than the fourth one. 

“I didn’t think anybody but me remembered about that time when 
Grandpa Price quarreled so much about one of the chairs having one 
leg shorter than the others. I said one leg was shorter. Grandpa Price 
said three were short and one was long. Up to that time, that was 
about the biggest quarrel me and him ever had, wasn’t it, Handy?” 

Handy nodded. 

Harry bent over to see what some of the other objects were. One 
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was carved to look like a piece of the sky with the sun and stars shin- 
ing at the same time. Another was a picture in a frame that looked 
upside down no matter which way it was turned. 

Handy pushed back his chair and got up, 

“This is too fine a thing to put in a grave, Handy,” Harry said. “It 
would be a sin to bury a thing like this in the ground where nobody 
could ever see it again.” 

“I made it for a present to hang around Grandpa Price’s neck,” 
Handy said. “That’s why I made it.” 

“Well,” Harry said, shaking his head, “that being the case— I guess 
you’ve got the right to say — But it does seem a shame ” 

Handy went out through the kitchen, down the steps, and across 
the yard to the barn. As soon as he got inside the barndoor, he fired 
the shotgun. 

Harry jumped to his feet, carrying the chain for Grandpa Price’s 
neck with him. 

“What did Handy shoot for?” he said. 

He looked out the window for a minute, then he went down to 
the barn. 

When he came back, he was slow about it. He looked sad, but there 
another look on his face at the same time. One moment he felt so 
good he had to grin about it. ‘Handy won’t have to go now, after 
all.* He grinned all over his face. ‘If Handy had stayed alive, I’d never 
have seen him again,’ he said to himself. He walked up on the porch 
and began looking at the chain again, picking out a line here and a 
link there to stare at and feel with his fingers. 

“Grandpa Price can be buried in the cemetery if he wants to,” he 
said, aloud, “but Handy is going to be buried right here in the back- 
yard.” 

He felt the chain with all the fingers of both hands and held it up 
to gaze at in the sunlight. 

“I <want to have him around,” he said. 
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When an author completes a new book* it is customary 
for it to be read by various persons before it can be 
sent to the printer . Most authors allot twelve or four- 
teen months for this reading period, but that is because 
most authors are by nature optimistic . Taking into con- 
sideration not only the number of pre-publication read- 
ers involved, but the types of readers as well, it is now- 
adays considered remarkable when these readings can 
be accomplished within a year and a half . It is ex- 
tremely unlikely that any book was €V€r published 
without first being read by (a) the author s wife, who 
studies the manuscript minutely in an endeavor to find 
out if the proceeds from its sale will enable her to buy 
a new frock', (b) the author s literary agent, who reads 
it in order to be able to estimate how much commis- 
sion he can safely count on receiving; (c) V publish- 
er $ editorial adviser , who weighs it carefully for liter- 
ary merit and circulating library appeal; (d) the 
publisher s sales manager, who must consider its po- 
tential commercial value after the jobber in Boston, 
who hates yellow, sees the binding; (e) the publisher s 
attorney, who scans the manuscript for passages that 
may be construed to be libelous in Los Angeles; (f) 
the publisher s wife, who pa* js judgment on the au- 
thor s wife's taste in clothes; and (g) the publisher s 
secretary , so she will be able to tell her boss what the 
book is about in case it becomes a bestseller . 
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You couldn’t sec no stars, you couldn’t see no moon, you couldn’t 
see nothing much but a measly handful of sparks on the chimney 
spout. It was a mighty poor beginning for a courting on a ten o’clock 
night. Hollering didn’t do a bit of good, and stomping up and down 
did less. 

Youster swung the meal sack from his right shoulder to his left. 
Carrying around a couple of hobbled rabbits wasn’t much fun. They 
kicked and they squealed, and they kept his mind from working on 
a way to get into that house where Sis was. 

He stooped ’way down and felt around on the road for a handful of 
rocks. When he found enough, he pitched them at the house where 
they would make the most noise. 

“Go away from here and stop pestering us, Youster Brown,” that 
old pinch-faced woman said through the door. “I’ve got Sis right 
where my eyes can see her, and that’s where she’s going to stay. You 
go on and get yourself away from here, Youster Brown.” 

“Woman,” Youster shouted, “you shut your big mputh and open 
up that door! I reckon you must be so pinched-fa .d, you scared of the 
night-time.” 

“The night-time is one time when I ain’t scared, even when you’re 
in it, Youster Brown. Now, go yourself on off somewhere and stop 
worrying Sis and me.” 

“Old pinched-faccd woman, why you scared to open the door and 
let me see Sis?” he asked, creeping up closer to the house. 

“Because Sis is saving up for a man her worth. She can’t be wasting 
herself on no half-Jim nigger like you. Now, go on off, Ypuster 
Brown, and leave us be.” 

Youster crept a little closer to the door, feeling his way up the path 
from the road. All he wanted was to see that door unlatch just one 
little inch, and he would get his way in. 

“I’ve' got a little eating-present here for Sis,” he said when he got 
' '* 679 
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to the doorstep. He waited to hear if that old pinched-faced Matty 
would come close to the door. “It’ll make some mighty good eating. 
I’m telling you.” 

“Don’t you go bringing no white-folks’ stole chickens around here, 
Youster Brown,” she said. “I don’t have nothing to do with white- 
folks’ stole chickens, and you know I don’t.” 

“Woman, these here ain’t chickens. They ain’t nothing like chickens. 
They ain’t even got feathers on them. These here is plump rabbits I 
gummed in my own cotton patch.” 

“Lay them on the doorsill, and then back off to the big road,” she 
said. “I wouldn’t leave you get a chance to come in that door for a 
big white mansion on easy street, Youster Brown.” 

“What you got so heavy against me, Matty?” he asked her. “What’s 
eating on you, anyhow?” 

There was no sight or sound for longer than he could hold his 
breath. When Matty wasn’t at the hearth to poke the fire, the sparks 
stopped coming out the chimney. 

“If you so set on knowing what’s the matter, you go ask Sally 
Lucky. She’ll tell you in no time.” 

“Sally Lucky done give me a charm on Sis,” Youster said. “I handed 
over and paid her three dollars and six bits only last week. I’m already 
sunk seven dollars in Sally Lucky, and all the good she ever done me 
was to say to copie see Sis on every black night there was. That’s why 
I’m standing out here now like I am, because it’s a black night, and 
Sally Lucky says come when it’s like it is now.” 

“You go give Sally Lucky two dollars more right now, and see what 
happens, Youster Brown. For all that money you’ll have a lot coming 
to you. But you won’t never find out nothing standing around here. 
Sally Lucky’ll tell you, so you’ll be told for all time.” 

Youster laid the sack with the two hobbled rabbits in it on the door- 
step. Then he backed out to the road. It wasn’t long before the door 
opened a crack, then a foot. Matty’s long thin arm reached out, felt 
around, grabbed the meal sack, and jerked it inside. When she closed 
rhe door and latched it, the night was again as black as ever. 

He waited around for a while, feeling the wind, and smelling the 
chimney smoke. He couldn’t see why Sis had to grow up and live 
with an old pinched-faced woman like Matty. 
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When he got to thinking about Matty, he remembered what she 
said. He cut across the field toward Sally Lucky’s. It didn’t take him 
long when he had no time to lose. When he got to the creek, he 
crossed it on the log and jogged up the hollow to Sally Lucky’s shack. 

“Who’s that?” Sally Lucky said, when he pounded on the door. 

“Youster Brown,” he said as loud as he could. 

“What you want, Youster?” 

“I want a working charm on Sis, or something bad on that old 
pinched-faced Matty. I done paid you seven, all told, dollars, and it 
ain’t worked for me none yet. It’s time it worked, too. If I give you 
two more dollars, will you make the charm work, and put something 
bad on Matty, too?” 

The shrivelcd-up old Sally Lucky opened the door and stuck her 
beau *»ut on her thin neck. She squinted at him in the dark, and felt 
to see if he had a gun or knife in his pockets. She had been putting 
up her hair for the night, and half was up on one side of her head, 
and half down on the other. She looked all wore out. 

“You sure look like you is the right somebody to put things on 
folks,” Youster said, gulping and shaking. “If you is, now’s the time 
to prove it to me. Man alive, I’m needing things on folks, if ever I 
did.” 

“Let me see your money, Youster,” she said, raking him inside and 
sitting down in her chair on the hearth. “WL kind of money you 
got on you?” 

He took out all the money he had in th^ world — four half-dollar 
pieces — and put it on the fingers of her hand. 

“I’m getting dog-tired of handing you over all my money, and not 
getting no action for it,” Youster said. “Look here, now, woman, is 
you able to do things or*iin’t you?” 

“You know Ham Beaver, don’t you?” 

“I reckon I know Ham. I saw him day before yesterday. # What 
about him?” 

“I gave him a charm on a yellow girl six miles down the creek, and 
he went and got her all for himself before the week was over.” 

“Maybe so,” Youster said. “But 1 paid you seven dollars, all told, 
before now, for a charm on Sis, and I ain’t got no sign of action for 
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it. That old pinched-faced woman Matty just locks up the door and 
won’t let me in when I want in.” 

■“What you need is a curse on Matty,” Sally Lucky said. “A curse 
is what you want, and for nine dollars, all told, you appear to be due 
one, Youster.” 

“It won’t get me in no trouble with the law, will it?” he asked, 
shaking. “The law is one thing I don’t want no trouble with no more 
at all.” 

“All my charms and curses are private dealings,” she said, shaking 
her finger at him until he trembled more than ever. “As long as you 
do like I tell you, and keep your mouth shut, you won’t have no 
trouble with the law. I sec to that.” 

“I has bought charms before, and they didn’t make no trouble for 
me. But I ain’t never before in my life bought a curse on nobody. I 
just want to make sure I ain’t going to get in no trouble with the law. 
I’m positive about that.” 

He studied the hickory-log fire for a while, and spat on an ember. 
He couldn’t be afraid of the law as long as he had Sally Lucky on his 
side. And he figured nine dollars’ worth was plenty to keep her on 
his side. 

Sally Lucky picked up her poker and began sticking it into the fire. 
Sparks swirled* in the fireplace and disappeared out of sight up the 
chimney. Youster watched her, sitting on the edge of his chair. He 
was in a big hurry, and he hoped it wouldn’t take her long this time 
to see what she was looking for in the fire. 

All at once she began to mutter to herself, saying things so fast that 
Youster could not understand what the words were. He got down on 
his hands and knees and peered into the blazing fire, trying to see 
with his own eyes what Sally Lucky saw. While he was looking so 
hardf*Sally Lucky started saying things faster and faster. He knew 
then that she was talking to Matty, and putting the curse on her. 

He was^as trembly as Sally Lucky was by then. He crept so close 
to the fire that he could barely keep his eyes open in the heat. Then 
as suddenly as she had begun, Sally Lucky picked up a rusty tomato- 
can partly filled with water, and dashed it into the fire. The water 
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sizzled, and the logs smoked and hissed, and a sharp black face could 
be seen in the lire. 

Youster got back on his chair and waited. Sally Lucky kept on 
mumbling to herself, but the double-talk was dying down, and before 
long no sound came through her jerking lips. 

“You sure must be real sure enough conjur, Sally Lucky,” Youster 
said weakly. 

She put a small tin snuff-can into his hand, closing her fingers ovei 
it. He could feel that it was heavy, heavier than a can of snuff. It rat- 
tled, too, like it had been partly filled with BB shot. 

Sally Lucky didn’t say another thing until she took him to the door. 
There she pushed him outside, and said: 

“Whenever you think the curse ain’t working like it ought to, just 
take out that snuff-can, Youster, and shake it a little.” 

“Like it was dice?”’ 

“Just exaedy like it was dice.” 

She shut the door and barred it. 

Youster put the can into his pocket, and kept his hand in there with 
it so he wouldn’t have a chance in the world to lose it. He ran down 
the creek as fast as he could, crossed it on the log, and cut across the 
field toward the big road where Sis and Matty lived. 

There still was no light anywhere in the night. When he got closer 
to the house, he could see a handful of sparks o me c*ut the chimney 
spout every once in a while when Matty poked the hickory-log fire. 

He strode up to the front door as big as a bill-collector. There 
wasn’t nothing to make him scared of that old pinched-faced Matty 
no more. 

“Open up,” he said, pounding on the door. 

“That you, Youster Brown, again?” Matty said on the inside. 

“I reckon it is,” Youster said. “It ain’t nobody else. Open this here 
door up, woman, before I take it off its hinges. I ain’t got no time to 
lose.” 

“You sure do talk big for a hai Jim nigger, Youster Brown. Ain’t 
you got no sense? Don’t you know that big talk don’t scare me none 
at all?” 

“The talk maybe don’t, but the conjur do,” Youster said. “Woman, 

I got a curse on you.” 
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“You is?” 

“Don’t you feel it none?” 

“I don’t feel nothing but a draft on my back.” 

Youster took the snuff-can out of his pocket and shook it in his 
hand. He shook it like it was a pair of dice. 

“Come on, can, do your work,” he said to the snuff-box in his hand. 
“Get down on your knees and do your nine dollars* worth!” 

While he waited for the can to put the curse into action, he listened 
through the door. There was no sound in there, except the occasional 
squeak of Matty’s rocking-chair on the hearth. 

“I don’t hear Sis in there,” Youster said. “Where you at, Sis?” 

“Sis is minding her own business,” Matty told him. “You go on off 
somewhere and mind yours. Sis ain’t studying about you, anyhow.” 

“Why ain’t she?” Youster shouted. “Sis is my woman, and my 
woman ought to be studying about me all the time.” 

“You sure do talk like all the big-headed half-Jim niggers I ever 
knew,” Matty said. “Just because you paid seven dollars to Sally Lucky 
for a charm on Sis, you get the notion in the head that Sis’s your 
woman. Nigger, if I had only your sense, I wouldn’t know which end 
to stand on.” 

“That talk don’t fool me none,” Youster told her. “The way that gal 
cut her eyes of, me last Sunday showed me the way to go home. I 
reckon I know when the best is yet to come.” 

Youster rubbed the snuff-box in his hands, feeling its slick surface 
and good warmth. He held his breath while he listened through the 
door. 

“I can afford to put off getting her for a while,” he said through 
the cracks, “being as how this curse is goin£ to be working on you.” 

“What curse?” Matty said. 

“T^ie curse I just a while ago got Sally Lucky to put on you fbr 
me, that’s what. I paid her two dollars for it. That makes nine, all 
told, dollars I’ve paid out. All I don’t feel right about is that I waited 
all this time before I got a curse put on you. I ought to have had ir 
working on you all this past summer and fall.” 

“If you paid nine dollars to Sally Lucky for putting something on 
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me, Youster Brown, all you got was just nine dollars’ worth of 
mumble.” 

“How come?” X oustcr said. 

“Because I paid Sally Lucky three dollars for a curse on you the 
first time I ever saw you, that’s how come,” Matty said. “And that’s 
how come all your big talk about getting a charm on Sis and a curse 
on me won’t never come to nothing. Charms and curses won’t cross, 
Youster Brown, because it’s the one that’s taken out first that does the 
work, and that’s how come the curse I took out on you took, and the 
ones you took out on Sis and me won’t take. I saw you coming, 
Youster Brown, and I didn’t lose no time taking out the curse on 
you.” 

Youster sat down on the step. He looked down the path toward the 
road a.'.d across the field toward Sally Lucky’s. He fingered the snuff- 
can for a while. 

There came a squeak from the chair through the door, but there 
was no other sound. The black night was pulling down all around 
him. He couldn’t see nothing, nowhere. There wasn’t no sense in 
night being black like the bottom of a hole. After a while he got up 
and went off down the road. He was trying his best to think of some 
way to get his nine dollars back. Nine dollars was a lot of money to 
pay for mumble. 




CANDY-MAN BEECHUM 


l would much rather write a story such as this one 
than a three-hundred-page novel. 




CANDY-MAN BEECHUM 


It was ten miles out of the Ogcechee swamps, from the saw mill to 
the top of the ridge, but it was just one big step to Candy-Man. The 
way he stepped over those Middle Georgia gullies was a sight to see. 

“Where you goin, Candy-Man?” 

“Make way for these flapping feet, boy, because I’m going for to 
see my gal. She’s standing on the tips of her toes waiting for me now.” 

The rabbits lit out for the hollow logs where those stomping big 
feet couldn’t get nowhere near them. 

“Don’t tread on no white-folks’ toes, Candy-Man,” Little Bo said. 
“Because the white-folks is first-come.” 

Candy-Man Beechum flung a leg over the rail fence just as if it had 
been a hoe-handle to straddle. He stood for a minute astride the fence, 
looking at the black boy. It was getting dark in the swamps, and he 
had ten miles to go. 

“Me and white-folks don’t mix,” Candy-Man told him, “just as long 
as they leave me be. I skin their mules for them, and I snake their 
cypress logs, but when the day L done, I’m ; ng gone where the 
white-folks ain’t are.” 

Owls in the trees began to take on life. Those whooing birds were 
glad to see that setting sun. 

The black boy in the mule yard scratched his head and watched the 
sun go down. If he didn’t have all those mules to feed, and if he had 
had a two-bit piece in his pocket, he’d have liked to tag along with 
Candy-Man. It was Saturday night, and there’d be a barrelful of cat- 
fish frying in town that evening. He wished he had some of that good- 
smelling cat. 

“Before the time ain’t long,” L .tie Bo said, “I’m going to get me 
myself a gal.” 

“Just be sure she ain’t Candy-Man’s, boy, and I’ll give you a helping 
hand.” 

He flung the other leg over the split-rail fence and struck out for the 
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high land. Ten miles from the swamps to the top of the ridge, and his 
trip would be done. The bushes whipped around his legs, where his 
legs had been. He. couldn’t be waiting for the back-strike of no swamp- 
country bushes. Up the* log road, and across the bottom land, taking 
three corn rows at a stride, Candy-Man Beechum was on his way. 

There were some colored boys taking their time in the big road. 
He was up on them before they had time to turn their heads around. 

“Make way for these flapping feet, boys,” he shouted. “Here I 
come!” 

“Where you goings Candy-Man?” 

They had to do a lot of running to keep up with him. They had 
to hustle to match those legs four feet long. He made their breath 
come short. 

“Somebody asked me where I’m going,” Candy-Man said. “I got 
me a yellow gal, and I’m on my way to pay her some attention.” 

“You’d better toot your horn, Candy-Man, before you open her 
door. Yellow gals don’t like to be taken by surprise.” 

“Boy, you’re tooting the truth, except that you don’t know the why- 
for of what you’re saying. Candy-Man’s gal always ^Vaits for him right 
at the door.” 

“Saturday-night bucks sure have to hustle along. They have to strike 
pay before the Monday-morning whistle starts whipping their ears.” 

The boys fell* behind, stopping to blow and wheeze. There was no 
keeping up, on a Saturday night, with the seven-foot mule skinner on 
his way. 

The big road was too crooked and curvy for Candy-Man. He struck 
out across the fields, headed like a plumb-line for a dishful of frying 
catfish. The lights of the town came up to meet him in the face like 
a swarm of lightning-bugs. Eight miles to tojvn, and two more to go, 
and he’d be rapping on that yellow gal’s door. 

Back^jn the big road, when the big road straightened out, Candy- . 
Man swung into town. The old folks riding, and the young ones walk- 
ing, they all jnade way for those flapping feet. The mules to the bug- 
gies and the sports in the middle of the road all got aside to let him 
through. 

“What’s your big hurry, Candy-Man?” 
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“Take care my dust don’t choke you blind, niggers. I’m on my 
way.” 

“Where to, Candy-Man?” 

“I got a gal what’s waiting right at her door. She don’t like for to 
be kept waiting.” 

“Better slow down and cool those heels, Candy-Man, because you’re 
coming to the white-folks’ town. They don’t like niggers stepping on 
their toes.” 

“When the sun goes down, I’m on my own. I can’t be stopping to 
see what color people be.” 

The old folks clucked, and the mules began to trot. They didn’t like 
the way that big coon talked. 

“How about taking me along, Candy-Man?” the young bucks 
begged. “I’d like to grab me a chicken off a henhouse roost.” 

“Where I’m going I’m the cock of the walk. I gouge my spurs in 
all strange feathers. Stay away, black boy, stay away.” 

Down the street he went, sticking to the middle of the road. The 
sidewalks couldn’t hold him when he was in a hurry like that. A plate- 
ful of frying catfish, and he would be on his way. That yellow gal was 
waiting, and there was no time to lose. Eight miles covered, and two 
short ones to go. That saw-mill fireman would have to pull on that 
Monday-morning whistle like it was the rope to the promised land. 

The smell of the fish took him straight to \c §sh-hou$e door. 
Maybe they were mullets, but they smelled just as good. There wasn’t 
enough time to order up a special dish of fins 

He had his hand on the restaurant door. When he had his supper, 
he would be on his way. He could see that yellow gal waiting for him 
only a couple of miles away. 

All those boys were sitting at their meal. The room was full of 
hungry people just like htm. The stove was full of frying fish, and the 
barrel was dhly half-way used. There was enough good eating for a 
hundred hungry men. 

He still had his hand on the fish-i*ouse door, and his nose was soak- 
ing it in. If he could have his way about it, some of these days he was 
going to buy himself a whole big barrel of catfish and eat them 
every one. 

“What’s your hurry, Candy-Man?” 
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“No time to waste, white-boss. Just let me be.” 

The night policeman snapped open the handcuffs, and reached for 
his arms. Candy-Man stepped away. 

“I reckon I’d better lock you up. It’ll save a lot of trouble. I’m get- 
ting good and tired of chasing fighting niggers all over town every 
Saturday night.” 

“I never hurt a body in all my life, white-boss. And I sure don’t pick 
fights. You must have the wrong nigger, white-boss. You sure has got 
me wrong. I’m just passing through for to see my gal ” 

“I reckon I’ll play safe and lock you up till Monday morning just 
the same. Reach out your hands for these cuffs, nigger.” 

Candy-Man stepped away. His yellow gal was on His mind. He 
didn’t feel like passing her up for no iron-bar jail. He stepped away. 

“I’ll shoot you down, nigger. One more step, and I’ll blast away.” 

“White-boss, please just let me be. I won’t even stop to get my 
supper, and I’ll shake my legs right out of town. Because I just got 
to see my gal before the Monday-morning sun comes up.” 

Candy-Man stepped away. The night policeman threw down the 
handcuffs and jerked out his gun. He pulled the trigger at Candy- 
Man, and Candy-Man fell down. 

“There wasn’t no cause for that, white-boss. I’m just a big black 
nigger with itching feet. I’d a heap rather be traveling than standing 
still.” 

The people came running, but some of them turned around and 
went the other way. Some stood and looked at Candy-Man while he 
felt his legs to see if they could hold him up. He still had two miles 
to go before he could reach the top of the ridge. 

The people crowded around, and the night policeman put away his 
gun. Candy-Man tried to get up so he could be getting on down the 
road. That yellow gal of his was waiting fc fr him at her door, strain- 
ing on the tips of her toes. 

“W$ite-boss, I sure am sorry you had to go and shoot me down. J 
I never bothered white-folks, and they sure oughtn’t bother me. But 
there ain’t much use in living if that’s the way it’s going to be. I 
reckon I’ll just have to blow out the light and fade away. Just reach 
me a blanket so I can cover my skin and bones.” 

“Shut up, nigger,” the white-boss said. “If you keep on talking with 
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that mouth of yours, I’ll just have to pull out my gun again and hurry 
you on.” 

The people drew back to where they wouldn’t be standing too close. 
The night policeman put his hand on the butt of his gun, where it 
would be handy, in case. 

“If that’s the way it’s to be, then make way for Candy-Man 
Beechum, because here I come.” 




YELLOW GIRL 


The one person in the world who never receives one 
iota of the glory that rightfully belongs to her, is an 
author s long-suffering wife. When an author writes a 
highly praised novel, he conveniently forgets, and the 
world at large never suspects, that the book’s success 
was made possible only because (a) his wife let him 
stick pins into her during the process of creation so he 
could observe what happened; (b) she ^ cousage d his 
efforts by smiling at his feeble jokes; (c, .he provided 
a clinical reaction by making her heart bleed in pity 
for the economic plight of his unfortunate characters; 
and (d) because solely out of wifely love for her lord 
and master she read his novel in manuscript before it 
became fashionable. 
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IN ELL stood at the kitchen window packing the basket of eggs. She 
arranged eleven white eggs carefully, placing the cottonseed hulls be- 
tween them and under them so that none would be broken. The last 
one to be put into the basket was large and brown and a little soiled. 
She dipped it into the pan of soap and warm water and wiped it dry 
with a fresh* dishtowel. Even then she was not pleased with the way 
it looked, because it was brown; all the other eggs in the basket were 
as white as September cotton bolls. 

juehiiid her in t\e room, Myrtie was scouring the two frying-pans 
with soapy water and a cloth dipped in sand. Nell laid down the 
brown egg and called Myrtie. 

“Here's another of those big brown eggs, Myrtie,” she said, pointing 
at the egg. 1 Do you have any idea wnere they come from? Have you 
seen any strange hens in the yard? There must be a visiting hen laying 
eggs in the chicken house.” 

Myrtie laid down the frying-pan and came over to the little table 
by the window. She picked up the large brown ^ <:g and looked at it. 
The egg no longer looked brown. Nell looked at e egg again, won- 
dering why in Myrtie’s hands it had apparently changed color. 

“Where do these brown eggs corne from, Myrtie?” she asked. “There 
was one last week, and now today there’s this. It was in the basket Mr. 
Willis brought in from the chicken house, but he said he forgot to 
notice which nest he took it from.” 

Myrtie turned the egg "over in her hands, feeling the weight of it 
and measuring its enormous circumference with her fingers. 

“Don’t ask me, Miss Nell,” Myrtie said, staring at the egg# “I’ve 
never seen a flock of Leghorns yet , 4 Hough, that didn’t lay a few brown 
eggs, sometime or other. Looks like it just can be helped.” 

“What do you mean, Myrtie? What on earth are you talking about? 
Of course, Leghorns lay white eggs; this is a brown egg.” 

“I’m not saying the Leghorns lay them, Miss Nell, and I’m not say- 
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ing they don’t. Those old Buff Orpingtons and Plymouth Rocks and 
Domineckers lay funny-looking eggs, too, sometimes. I wouldn’t 
take-on so much about finding one measly brown egg, though. I’ve 
never seen anybody yet, white or colored, who knew how such things 
happen. But I wouldn’t worry about it, Miss Nell. Brown eggs are just 
as good as white eggs, to my way of tasting.” 

Nell turned her back on Myrtie and looked out the window until 
the girl had returned to the other side of the kitchen. Nell disliked 
to talk to Myrtie, because Myrtie pretended never to know the truth 
about anything. Even if she did know, she would invariably evade a 
straight-forward answer. Myrtie would begin talking, and talk about 
everything under the sun from morning to night, but she would never 
answer a question that she could evade. Nell always forgave her, 
though; she knew Myrtie was not consciously evading the truth. 

While the girl was scouring the pans, Nell picked up the egg again 
and looked at it closely. Mrs. Farrington had a flock of Dominique 
chickens, and she gathered in her chicken house eggs of all sizes, 
shapes, and colors. But that was to be expected, Mrs. Farrington had 
said, because she had two old roosters that were of no known name 
or breed. Nell had told Mrs. Farrington that some of her Dominiques 
were mixed-bred, and consequently they produced eggs of varying 
sizes, shapes; and colors; but Mrs; Farrington continued to lay all the 
blame on her t^o roosters, because, she said, they were a mixture of 
all breeds. 

Once more Nell dipped the brown egg into the pan of water and 
wiped it with the fresh dishtowel, but the egg remained as brown as 
it was at first. The egg was clean by then, but soap and water would 
not alter its size or change its color. It was a brown egg, and it would 
remain brown. Nell gave up, finally; she realized that she could never 
change it in any way. If she had had another egg to put into the 
basket in its place, she would have laid it aside and substituted a white 
one; km, she only had a dozen, counting the brown one, and she 
wished to have enough to make an even exchange with Mrs. Far- 
rington when she went over after some green garden peas. 

Before she finally placed the egg in the basket with the others she 
glanced out the window to see where Willis was. He was sitting in 
die crib door shelling red seed corn into an old wooden lard pail. 
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4 Tm going over to Mrs. Farrington’s now to exchange these eggs 
for some peas,” she told Myrtie. “Keep the fire going good, and put 
on a pan of water to boil. I’ll be back in a little while.” 

She turned around and looked a,t Myrtie. 

“Suppose you mash the potatoes today, for a change, Myrtie. Mr. 
Willis likes them that way.” 

“Are you going to take that big egg, Miss Nell?” Myrtie asked, 
looking down at it in the basket with the eleven white Leghorns. 

“Certainly,” she said. “Why?” 

“Mrs. Farrington will be surprised to see it in with all those white 
ones, won’t she, Miss Nell?” 

“Well, wKat if she does see it?” Nell asked impatiently. 

“Nothing, Miss Nell,” Myrtie said. “But she might want to know 
where it came from. She knows we’ve got Leghorn hens, and she 
might think one her Domineckers laid it.” 

“I can’t help that,” Nell said, turning away. “And, besides, she 
should keep her Dominiques at home if she doesn’t want them to lay 
eggs in somebody else’s chicken house.” 

“That $ right, Miss Nell,” Myrtie said. “She sure ought to do that. 
She ought to keep her Domineckers at home.” 

Nell was annoyed by the girl’s comments. It was none of Myrtie’s 
business, anyway. Myrtie was getting to be impertinent, and she was 
forgetting that she was a hired servant in th^ house. Neil left the 
kitchen determined to treat Myrtie more coldly fter that. She could 
not allow a colored cook to tell her what to do and what not to do. 

Willis was sitting in the crib door shelling the red seed corn. He 
glanced up when Nell came down the back steps, and looked at her. 
He stopped shelling corn for a moment to wipe away the white flakes 
of husk that clung to his eyes. 

“I’m going over to Mr?. Farrington’s now and exchange a basket of 
eggs for some green peas, Willis,” she said. “I’ll not be gone long.” 

“Maybe she won’t swap with you today,” Willis said. He stopped 
and looked up at her through he thin cloud of flying husk that 
hovered around him. “How do you know she will want to take eggs 
for peas today, Nell?” 

“Don’t be foolish, Willis,” she said, smiling at him; “why wouldn’t 
she take eggs in exchange today?” 
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“She might get to wondering where that big brown egg came from,” 
he said, laughing. “She might think it is an egg one of her hens laid.” 

Nell stopped, but she did not turn around. She yvaited, looking to- 
wards the house. 

“You’re as bad as Myrtie, Willis.” 

“In which way is that?” 

The moment he spoke, she turned quickly and looked at him. He 
was bending over to pick up an ear of seed corn. 

“I didn’t mean to say that, Willis. Please forget what I said. I didn’t 
mean anything like that.” 

“Like what?” 

“Nothing,” she said, relieved. “It wasn't anything; I’ve even for- 
gotten what it was I said. Good-by.” 

“Good-by,” he said, looking after her, wondering. 

Nell turned and walked quickly out of the yard and went around 
the corner of the house towards the road. The Farrington house was 
half a mile away, but by taking the path through the cotton field it 
was two or three hundred yards nearer. She crossed the road and 
entered the field, walking quickly along the path with the basket of 
eggs on her arm. 

Halfway to the Farringtons’ Nell turned around and looked back 
to see if Willis was still sitting in the crib door shelling seed corn. She 
did not know why she stopped and looked back, but even though she 
could not see him there or anywhere else in the yard, she went on 
towards the Farringtons’ without thinking of Willis again. 

Mrs. Farrington was sitting on the back porch peeling turnips when 
Nell turned the corner of the house and walked across the yard. There 
was a bucket of turnips beside Mrs. Farrington’s rockingchair, and 
long purple peelings were lying scattered on the porch floor around 
her, twisted into shapes like apple peelings when they were tossed over 
the shoulder. Nell ran up the steps and picked up the longest peeling 
she could, find; she picked up the peeling even before she spoke to 
Mrs. Farrington. 

“Sakes alive, Nell,” Mrs. Farrington said; “why are you throwing 
turnip peelings over your shoulder? Doesn’t that good-for-nothing 
husband of yours love you any more?” 

Nell dropped the turnip peeling, and, picking it up again, tore it 
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into short pieces and threw them into the bucket. She blushed and sat 
down in the chair beside Mrs. Farrington. 

“Of course, he loves me,” Nell said. “I suppose I did that so many 
times when I was a little girl that I still have the habit” 

“You mean it’s because you haven’t grown up yet, Nell,” the woman 
said, chuckling to herself. “I used to be just like that myself; but, sakes 
alive, it doesn’t last always, girl.” 

Both of them laughed, and looked away, one from the other. Over 
across the cotton field a cloud of white dust hung close to the earth. 
Mr. Farrington and the colored men were planting cotton, and the 
earth was so dry it rose up in the air when it was disturbed by the 
mules’ hooves and the cotton planters. There was no wind to carry 
the dust away, and it hung over the men and mules, hiding them 
from sight. 

Presently Mrs. Farrington dropped a peeled turnip into the pan and 
folded her hands in her lap. She looked at Nell, noting her neatly 
combed hair and her clean gingham frock and white hands. Mrs. Far- 
rington turned away again after that and gazed once more at the 
cloud of dust where her husband was at work. 

“Maybe you and Willis will always be like that,” she said. “Seems 
like you and Willis are still in love with each other. As long as he 
stays at home where he belongs and doesn’t run off at night, it’s a 
pretty sure sign he isn’t getting ready to chase . f er another woman. 
Sakes alive, men can’t always be depended upo, to stay at home at 
night, though; they go riding off when you are least looking for 
them to.” 

Nell sat up, startled by what Mrs. Farrington had said, terrified by 
the directness of her comments. 

“Of course, Willis wouldn’t do a thing like that,” she said confi- 
dently. “I know he wouldn’t. Willis wouldn’t do a thing like that. 
That’s impossible, Mrs. Farrington.” 

Mrs. Farrington glanced at Nell, and then once more she Jooked 
across the field where the planting as being done. The cloud of white 
dust followed the men and mules, covering them. 

“Seems like men are always saying something about being com- 
pelled to go to Macon on business, and even up to Atlanta sometimes,” 
she said, ignoring Nell. “And then there are the times when they say 
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they have to go to town at night. Seems like they are always going oft 
to town at night.” 

Several Dominique hens came from under the porch and stopped in 
the yard to scratch to hard white sand. They scratched listlessly; they 
went through the motions of scratching as if they knew of nothing 
else to do. They bent their long necks and looked down at the chicken- 
scrawls they hade made with their claws, and they walked away aim- 
lessly, neither surprised nor angry at not having unearthed a worm to 
devour. One of them began singing in the heat, drooping her wings 
until the tips of them dragged on the sand. The other hens paid no 
attention to her, strolling away without interest in the doleful music. 

“You have pretty chickens, Mrs. Farrington,” Nell said, watching 
the Dominiques stroll across the yard and sit down in the shaded dust 
holes as though they were nests. 

“They’re nothing but Domineckers,” she said; “sakes alive, a body 
can’t call them much of a breed, but they do get around to laying an 
egg or two once in a while.” 

Nell glanced down at the basket of eggs in her lap, covering the 
brown egg with her hand. She looked quickly at Mrs. Farrington to 
see if she had noticed what she had done. 

“How are your Leghorns laying now, Nell?” she asked. 

“Very well. Willis gathered sixteen eggs yesterday.” 

“My Domineckers seem to be taking a spell of resting. I only gath- 
ered two eggs yesterday, and that’s not enough for a hungry man and 
a yard full of blacks. Sakes alive, we were saying only last night that 
we wished you would bring over some eggs in a day or two. And now, 
here you are with them. Half an hour’s prayer couldn’t have done 
better.” 

“I thought you might let me have some green peas for dinner,” Nell 
said, lifting the basket and setting it on the floor. “Willis likes green 
peas at this time of year, and ours haven’t begun to bear yet.” 

“You'r^as welcome to as many as you want,” Mrs. Farrington said. 
“Just walk into the kitchen, Nell, and look on the big table and you’ll 
find a bushel basket of them. Help yourself to all you think you and 
Willis will want. We’ve got more than we can use. Sakes alive, there’ll 
be another bushel ready for picking tomorrow morning, too.” 

Nell went into the kitchen and placed the eleven Leghorn eggs and 
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the big brown one in a pan. She filled the basket with green peas and 
came back to the porch, closing the screen noiselessly behind her. 

“Sit down, Nell,” Mrs. Farrington said, “and tell me what’s been 
happening. Sakes alive, I sit here all day and never hear a word of 
what’s going on.” 

“Why, I haven’t heard of anything new,” Nell said. 

“What’s Willis doing now?” 

“He’s getting ready to plant corn. He was shelling the seed when I 
left home. He should be ready to begin planting this afternoon. The 
planter broke down yesterday, and he had to send to Macon for a new 
spoke-chain. lt should be here in the mail today.” 

“Myrtic is still there to help you with the house, isn’t she?” 

“Yes, Myrtie is still there.” 

The hens lying in the dust holes in the shade of the sycamore tree 
stood up and flapped their wings violently, beating the dust from their 
feathers. They stretched, one leg after the other, and flapped their 
wings a second time. One of them spread her legs, bending her knees 
as if she were getting ready to squat on the ground, and scratched the 
hard white sand five or six times in quick succession. The other hens 
stood and watched her while she stretched her long neck and looked 
down at the marks she had made; and then, wiping her beak on her 
leg as one whets a knife-blade, she turned and waddled back across 
the yard and under the porch out tf sight. The the!’ hens followed 
her, singing in the heat. 

“Couldn’t you find a black woman to help you with the house?” 
Mrs. Farrington asked. 

“A black woman?” Nell said. “Why, Myrtie is colored.” 

“She’s colored all right,” Mrs. Farrington said; “but, sakes alive, 
Nell, she isn’t black. Myrtie is yellow.” 

“Well, that’s all right, isn’t it?” Nell asked. “Myrtie is yellow, and 
she is a fairly good cook. I don’t know where I could find a better one 
for the pay.” 

“I reckon I’d heap rather have a black girl and a poor cook, than 
to have a yellow girl and the finest cook in the whole country.” 

Nell glanced quickly at Mrs. Farrington, but her head was turned, 
and she did not look at Nell. 
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There was a long silence between them until finally Nell felt that 
she must know what Mrs. Farrington was talking about. 

One of the Dominiques suddenly appeared on the bottom step. She 
came hopping up to the porch, a step at a time. When she reached the 
last one, Mrs. Farrington said, “Shoo!” The hen flew to the yard and 
went back under the porch. 

“You don’t mean ” 

Mrs. Farrington began rocking slowly, backward and forward. She 
gazed steadily across the field where her husband was planting cotton 
with the colored men. 

“You don’t mean Willis and ” 

One of the roosters strutted across the yard, his eye first upon the 
hens under the porch and next upon the two women, and stopped 
midway in the yard to stand and fix his eye upon Mrs. Farrington 
and Nell. He stood jerking his head from side to side, his hanging 
scarlet comb blinding his left eye, while he listened to the squeaking 
of Mrs. Farrington’s chair. After a while he continued across the yard 
and went out of sight behind the smokehouse. 

“Mrs. Farrington, Willis wouldn’t do anything like that!” Nell said 
indignantly. 

“Like what # ?” Mrs. Farrington asked. “Sakes alive, Nell, I didn't say 
he would do anything.” 

“I know you^didn’t say it, Mrs. Farrington, but I thought you said 
it. I couldn’t help thinking that you did say it.” 

“Well, that’s different,” she replied, much relieved. “I wouldn’t want 
you to go telling Willis I did say it. Mcnfolks never understand what 
a woman means, anyway, and when they are told that a woman says 
something about them, they sometimes fly off the handle something 
awful.” 

Nell got up and stood beside the chair. She wished she could run 
down^the steps and along the path towards home without another 
second’s delay, but she knew she could not jump up and leave Mrs. 
Farrington like that, after what had been said. She would have to pre- 
tend that she was not in such a great hurry to get home. 

“You’re not going so soon, are you, Nell ? Why, sakes alive, it seems 
like you only got here two or three minutes ago, Nell.” 
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I know,’ she said, “but it’s getting late, and I’ve got to go home 
and get these peas ready for dinner. I’ll be back to see you soon.” 

She walked carelessly down the steps. Mrs. Farrington got up and 
followed her across the hard yard. When they reached the beginning 
of the path that led across the field, Mrs. Farrington stopped. She 
never went any farther than that. 

“I’m afraid I must hurry home now and hull the peas in time for 
dinner,” Nell said, backing down the path. “I’ll be back again in a 
few days, Mrs. Farrington. Thank you so much for the peas. Willis 
has wanted some for the past week or longer.” 

“It’s as fair an exchange as I can offer for the Leghorn eggs,” she 
said, laughing. “Because if there’s anything I like better than those 
white Leghorn eggs, I don’t know what it is. I get so tired of eating 
my old Domineckers’ brown eggs I sometimes say I hope I may never 
sec another one. Maybe I’ll be asking you for a setting of them some 
day soon.” 

“Good-by,” Nell said, backing farther and farther away. She turned 
and walked several steps. “I’ll bring you another basket soon, Mrs. 
Farrington.” 

It seemed as if she would never reach the house, even though it was 
only half a mile away. She could not run, because Mrs. Farrington 
was in the yard behind her watching, and she could not walk slowly, 
because she had to get home as soon as possible ; he talked with her 
eyes on the path in front of her, forcing herself t- keep from looking 
up at the house. She knew that if she did raise her eyes and look at 
it, she would never be able to keep herself from running. If she did 
that, Mrs. Farrington would sec her. 

It was not until she had at last reached the end of the path that 
she was able to look backward. Mrs. Farrington had left her yard, 
and Nell ran across the road and around to the back of the house. 

Willis was nowhere within sight. She looked first at the crib where 
she had hoped she would find him, but he was not there, and tfae crib 
door was closed and locked. She k. Ved down at the barn, but he was 
not there, either. When she glanced hastily over the fields, she was 
still unable to see him anywhere. 

She stopped at the bottom step on the back porch. There was no 
sound within the house that she could hear, and not evdi the sound 
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of Myrtie’s foot-steps reached her ears. The place seemed to be entirely 
deserted, and yet she knew that could not be, because only half an 
hour before when she left to go to Mrs. Farrington’s to exchange eggs, 
Willis was sitting in the crib door shelling seed corn, and Myrtie was 
in the kitchen scouring the two frying-pans. 

Nell’s hands went out and searched for the railing that led up the 
porch steps. Her hands could not find it, and her eyes would not let 
her see it. 

The thought of Mrs. Farrington came back to her again and again. 
Mrs. Farrington, sitting on her own back porch, talking. Mrs. Far- 
rington, sitting in her rockingchair, looking. Mrs. Farrington, peeling 
purple-top turnips, talking about yellow girls. 

Nell felt deathly sick. She felt as if she had been stricken with an 
illness that squeezed the core of her body. Deep down within herself, 
she was deathly ill. A pain that began by piercing her skull struck 
downward and downward until it became motionless in her stomach. 
It remained there, gnawing and biting, eating the organs of her body 
and drinking the flow of her blood. She sank limp and helpless upon 
the back porch steps. Although she did not know where she was, she 
could still see Mrs. Farrington. Mrs. Farrington, in her rockingchair, 
looking. Mrs. Farrington, peeling purple-top turnips, talking about 
yellow girls. # 

Nell did not 4 know how much later it was when she opened her 
eyes. The day was the color of the red seed corn Willis had been 
shelling when she last saw him sitting in the crib door, and it swam 
in a sea so wide that she almost cried out in fear when she saw it. 
Slowly she remembered how she had come to be where she was. She 
got to her feet weakly, holding to the railing for support. 

Stumbling up the steps and across the porch, she flung open the 
screen door and went into the kitchen. Myrtii was standing beside the 
table mashing the boiled Irish potatoes with a long fork that had 
seven finjps. Myrtie looked up when Nell ran in, but she did not have 
an opportunity to speak. Nell ran headlong through the dining room 
and on into the front room. Myrtie looked surprised to see her run< 
ning. 

Nell paused a moment in the doorway, looking at Willis, at the 
room, at the' daybed, at the floor, at the rugs, at the open door that 
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led into their room. She stood looking at everything she could see. She 
looked at the pillows on the daybed, at the rugs on the floor, at the 
chairs against the wall, at the counterpane on their bed. Remember- 
ing, she looked at the carpet in their room. Willis sat in front of her 
reading The Macon Telegraph that had just come in the mail, and 
he was calmly smoking his pipe. She glanced once more at the day- 
bed, at the pillows arranged upon it, and at the rug in front of it. Run- 
ning, she went to their room and ran her hands over the counterpane 
of the bed. She picked up the pillows, feeling them, and laid them 
down again. She ran back into the other room where Willis was. 

Willis looked up at her. 

Nell ran and fell on her knees in front of him, forcing her body 
between his legs and locking her arms around him. She pressed her 
feverish face against his cool cheeks and closed her eyes tightly. She 
forced nerself tightly to him, holding him with all her might. 

“Did Mrs. Farrington exchange with you?” he asked. “I’ll bet a 
pretty that she had something to say about that big brown egg in a 
basketful of Leghorns.” 

Nell felt her body shake convulsively, as if she were shivering with 
cold. She knew she had no control over herself now. 

“Look here,” he said, throwing aside The Telegraph and lifting her 
head and looking into her eyes. “I know where that brown egg came 
from now. I remember all about it. There was o£ Mrs. Farring- 
ton’s old Dominecker hens over here yesterday > 'rning. I saw her 
scratching in the yard, and she acted like she didn’t give a cuss 
whether she clawed up a worm or not. She would scratch a while 
and then walk off without even looking to see if she had turned up 
a worm.” 

Nell felt herself shaking again, but she did not attempt to control 
herself. If she could only He there close to Willis with her arms around 
him, she did not care how much she shivered. As long as she was 
there, she had Willis; when she got up and walked out of the joom, 
she would never again be that cert n. 
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MAUD ISLAND 


UNCLE MARVIN was worried. He got up from the log and 
walked towards the river. 

“I don’t like the looks of it, boys/’ he said, whipping off his hat and 
wiping his forehead. 

The houseboat was drifting downstream at about three miles an 
hour, and a man in a straw hat and sleeveless undershirt was trying 
to pole it inshore. The man was wearing cotton pants that had faded 
from dark brown to light tan. 

“It looks bad,” Uncle Marvin said, turning to Jim and me. “I don’t 
like the looks of it one whit.” 

“Maybe they are lost, Uncle Marvin,” Jim said. “Maybe they’ll just 
stop to find out where they are, and then go on away again.” 

“I don’t believe ij, son,” he said, shaking his head and wiping the 
perspiration from his face. “It looks downright bad to me. That kind 
of a houseboat never has been out for no good since I can remember.” 

On a short clothesline that stretched along the starboard side, six or 
seven pieces of clothing hung waving in the breeze. 

“It looks awful bad, son,” he said again, lookin; iown at me. 

We walked across the mud flat to the river and waited to sec what 
the houseboat was going to do. Uncle Marvin t^ok out his plug and 
cut off a chew of tobacco with his jackknife. The boat was swinging 
inshore, and the man with the pole was trying to beach it before the 
current cut in and carried them back to mid-channel. There was a 
power-launch lying on its^ide near the stern, and on the launch was 
a towline that had been used for upstream going. 

When the houseboat was two or three lengths from the shore, Uncle 
Marvin shouted at the man poling it. 

“What’s your name, and what do you want here?” he said gruffly, 
trying to scare the man away from the island. 

Instead of answering, the man tossed a rope to us. Jim picked it up 
and started pulling, but Uncle Marvin told him to drop it. Jim 
x* 71 1 
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dropped it, and the middle of the rope sank into the yellow water 

“What did you throw my rope in for?” the man on the houseboat 
shouted. “What’s the matter with you?” 

Uncle Marvin spat some tobacco juice and glared right back at him. 
The houseboat was ready to run on the beach. 

“My name’s Graham,” the man said. “What’s yours?” 

“None of your business,” Uncle Marvin shouted. “Get that raft away 
from here.” 

The houseboat began to beach. Graham dropped the pole on the 
deck and ran and jumped on the mud flat. He called to somebody 
inside while he was pulling the rope out of the water. 

The stern swung around in the backwash of the current, and Jim 
grabbed my arm and pointed at the dim lettering on the boat. It said 
Mary Jane , and under that was St. Louis. 

While we stood watching the man pull in the rope, two girls came 
out on the deck and looked at us. They were very young. Neither of 
them looked to be over eighteen or nineteen. When they saw Uncle 
Marvin, they waved at him and began picking up the boxes and bun- 
dles to carry off. 

“You can’t land that shantyboat on this island,” Uncle Marvin said 
threateningly. “It won’t do you no good to unload that stuff, because 
you’ll only' have to carry it all back again. No shantyboat’s going to 
tie up on this island.” 

One of the girls leaned over the rail and looked at Uncle Marvin. 

“Do you own this island, Captain?” she asked him. 

Uncle Marvin was no river captain. He did not even look like one. 
He was the kind of man you could see plowing cotton on the steep 
hillsides beyond Reelfoot Lake. Uncle Marvin glanced at Jim and me 
for a moment, kicking at a gnarled root on the ground, and looked 
at the girl again. 

“No,” he said, pretending to be angry with her. “I don’t own it, 
and I wouldn’t claim ownership of anything on the Mississippi, this 
side of the bluffs.” 

The other girl came to the rail and leaned over, smiling at Uncle 
Marvin. 

“Hiding out, Captain?” she asked. 

Uncle Marvin acted as though he would have had something to say 



MAUD ISLAND 713 

to her if Jim and I had not been there to overhear him. He shook his 
head at the girl. 

Graham began carrying off the boxes and bundles. Both Jim and I 
wished to help him so we would have a chance to go on board the 
houseboat, but we knew Uncle Marvin would never let us do that. 
The boat had been beached on the mud flat, and Graham had tied it 
up, knotting the rope around a young cypress tree. 

When he had finished, he came over to us and held out his hand 
to Uncle Marvin. Uncle Marvin looked at Graham’s hand, but he 
would not shake with him. 

“My name’s Harry Graham,” he said. “I’m from up the river at 
Caruthersville. What’s your name?” 

“Hutchins,” Uncle Marvin said, looking him straight in the eyes, 
“and I ain’t hiding out.” 

The -.wo girls, *lie dark one and the light one, were carrying their 
stuff across the island to the other side where the slough was. The 
island was only two or three hundred feet wide, but it was nearly half 
a mile long. It had been a sandbar to begin with, but it was already 
crowded with trees and bushes. The Mississippi was on the western 
side, and on the eastern side there was a slough that looked bottom- 
less. The bluffs of the Tennessee shore were only half a mile in that 
direction. 

“We’re just on a little trip over the week-end,” Graham said. “The 
girls thought they would like to come down th "iver and camp out 
on an island for a couple of days.” 

“Which one is your wife?” Uncle Marvin a.ked him. 

Graham looked at Uncle Marvin a little surprised for a minute. 
After that he laughed a little, and began kicking the ground with the 
toe of his shoe. 

“I didn’t quite catch what you said,” he told Uncle Marvin. 

“I said, which one is your wife?” 

“Well, to tell the truth, neither of them. They’re just good friends 
of mine, and we thought it would be a nice trip dow n the river and 
back for a couple of days. That’s how it is.” 

“They’re old enough to get married,” Uncle. Marvin told him, nod- 
ding at the girls. 

“Maybe so,” Graham said. “Come on over and I'll introduce you to 
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them. They’re Evansville girls, both of them. I used to work in In- 
diana, and I met them up there. That’s where I got this houseboat. 1 
already had the launch.” 

Uncle Marvin looked at the lettering on the Mary Jane, spelling out 
St. Louis to himself. 

“Just a little fun for the week-end,” Graham said, smiling. “The 
girls like the river.” 

Uncle Marvin looked at Jim and me, jerking his head to one side 
and trying to tell us to go away. We walked down to the edge of the 
water where the Mary Jane was tied up, but we could still hear what 
they were 'saying. After a while, Uncle Marvin shook hands with Gra- 
ham and started along up the shore towards our skiff. - 

“Come on, son, you and Milt,” he said. “It’s time to look at that 
taut line again.” 

We caught up with Uncle Marvin, and all of us got into the skiff, 
and Jim and I set the oarlocks. Uncle Marvin turned around so he 
could watch the people behind us on the island. Graham was carry- 
ing the heavy boxes to a clearing, and the two girls were unrolling 
the bundles and spreading them on the ground to air. 

Jim and I rowed to the mouth of the creek and pulled alongside 
the taut line. Uncle Marvin got out his box of bait and began lifting 
the hooks and taking off catfish. Every time he found a hook with a 
catch, he took the cat off, spat over his left shoulder, and dropped it 
into the bucket and put on new bait. 

There was not much of a catch on the line that morning. After we 
had rowed across, almost to the current in the middle of the creek 
mouth, where the outward end of the line had been fastened to a 
cypress in the water, Uncle Marvin threw the rest of the bait over- 
board and told us to turn around and row back to Maud Island. 

Uncle Marvin was a preacher. Sometimes hr preached in the school- 
house near home, and sometimes he preached in a dwelling. He had 
never be^n ordained, and he had never studied for the ministry, and 
he was not a member of any church. However, he believed in preach- 
ing, and he never let his lack of training stop him from delivering a 
sermon whenever a likely chance offered itself. Back home on the 
mainland, people called him Preacher Marvin, not so much for the 
fact that he was a preacher, but because he looked like one. That was 
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one reason why he had begun preaching at the start. People had got 
into the habit of calling him Preacher Marvin, and before he was 
forty he had taken up the ministry as a calling. He had never been 
much of a farmer, anyway— a lot of people said that. 

Our camp on Maud Island was the only one on the river for ten 
or fifteen miles. The island was only half a mile from shore, where 
we lived in Tennessee, and Uncle Marvin brought us out to spend 
the week-end five or six times during the summer. When we went 
back and forth between the mainland and the island, we had to make 
a wide circle, nearly two miles out of the way, in order to keep clear 
of the slough. The slough was a mass of yellow mud, rotting trees, 
and whateve’r drift happened to get caught in it. It was almost im- 
possible to get through it, either on foot or in a flat-bottomed boat, 
and we kept away from it as far as possible. Sometimes mules and 
cows started out in it from the mainland to reach the island, but they 
never got very far before they dropped out of sight. The slough sucked 
them down and closed over them like quicksand. 

Maud Island was a fine place to camp, though. It was the highest 
ground along the /iver for ten or fifteen miles, and there was hardly 
any danger of its being flooded when the high water covered every- 
thing else within sight. When the river rose to forty feet, however, 
the island, like everything else in all directions, was covered with 
water from the Tennessee bluffs to the Missou r; highlands, seven or 
eight miles apart. 

When we got back from baiting the taut line, Uncle Marvin told 
us to build a good fire while he was cleaning tne catch of catfish and 
cutting them up for frying. Jim went off after an armful of drift- 
wood while I was blowing the coals in the campfire. Jim brought the 
wood and built the fire, and I watched the pail of water hanging 
over it until Uncle Marvtn was ready to make the coffee. 

In the middle of the afternoon Uncle Marvin woke up from his 
midday nap and said it was too hot to sleep any longer. We sat abound 
for ten or fifteen minutes, nobod;, saying much, and after a while 
Uncle Marvin got up and said he thought he would walk over to the 
other camp and see how the people from Caruthersville, or Evansville, 
or wherever they came from, were getting along. 

Jim and I were up and ready to go along, but he shook his head 
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and told us to stay there. We could not help feeling that there was 
something unusual about that, because Uncle Marvin had always 
taken us with him no matter where he went when we were camping 
on the island. When Jim said something about going along, Uncle 
Marvin got excited and told us to do as he said, or we would find our- 
selves being sorry. 

“You boys stay here and take it easy,” he said. “I've got to find out 
what kind of people they are before we start in to mix with them. 
They’re from up the river, and there’s no telling what they’re like till 
I get to know them. You boys just stay here and take it easy till I get 
back.” 

After he had gone, we got up and picked our way through the dry 
underbrush towards the other camp. Jim kept urging me to hurry so 
we would not miss seeing anything, but I was afraid we would make 
so much noise Uncle Marvin would hear us and run back and catch 
us looking. 

“Uncle Marvin didn’t tell them he’s a preacher,” Jim said. “Those 
girls think he's a river captain, and I’ll bet he wants them to keep on 
thinking so.” 

“He doesn’t look like a river captain. He looks like a preacher. 
Those girls were just saying that for fun.” 

“The dark one acted like she’s foolish about Uncle Marvin,” Jim 
said. “I could fell.” 

“That’s Jean,” I said. 

“How do you know what their names are?” 

“Didn’t you hear Graham talking to them when they were carry- 
ing their stuff off that houseboat?” 

“Maybe he did,” Jim said. 

“He called that one Jean, and the light one Marge.” 

Jim bent down and looked through the bushes. 

“Uncle Marvin’s not mad at them now for coming here to camp,” 
he sa/d:' 

“How can you tell he’s not?” I asked Jim. 

“I can tell by the way he’s acting up now ” 

“He told Graham to get the houseboat away from here, didn’t he?” 

“Sure he did then,” Jim whispered, “but that was before those two 
girls came outside and leaned over the railing and talked to him. 
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After he saw them a while he didn’t try to stop Graham from landing, 
did he?” 

We had crawled as close as we dared go, and fifty feet away we 
could see everything that was going on in Graham’s camp. When 
Uncle Marvin walked up, Graham was sitting against the trunk of a 
cypress trying to untangle a fishing line, and the two girls were lying 
in hammocks that had been hung up between trees. We could not 
see either of them very well then, because the sides of the hammocks 
hid them, but the sun was shining down into the clearing and it was 
easy to see them when they moved or raised their arms. 

Five or six cases of drinks were stacked up against one of the trees 
where the 'hammocks were, and several bottles had already been 
opened and tossed aside empty. Graham had a bottle of beer beside 
him on the ground, and every once in a while he stopped tussling 
with the tangled nshing line and grabbed the bottle and took several 
swallows from it. The dark girl, Jean, had a bottle in her hand, half 
full, and Marge was juggling an empty bottle in the air over her 
head. Everybody looked as if he was having the best time of his life. 

None of them saw Uncle Marvin when he got to the clearing. Gra- 
ham was busy fooling with the tangled fishing line, and Uncle Marvin 
stopped and looked at all three of them for almost a minute before he 
was noticed. 

“I’ll bet Uncle Marvin takes a bottle,” Jim sa ; J. “WJiat do you bet?” 

“Preachers don’t drink beer, do they?” 

“Uncle Marvin will, I’ll bet anything,” Jim said. “You know Uncle 
Marvin.” 

Just then Graham raised his head from the line and saw Uncle 
Marvin standing not ten feet away. Graham jumped up and said some- 
thing to Uncle Marvin. It was funny to watch them, because Uncle 
Marvin was not looking at Graham at all. His head was turned in the 
other direction all the time, and he was looking where the girls lay 
stretched out in the hammocks. He could not take h's eyes off them 
long enough to glance at Graham. Jraham kept on saying something, 
but Uncle Marvin acted as though he was on the other side of the 
river beyond earshot- 

jean and Marge pulled the sides of the hammocks over them, but 
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they could not make Uncle Marvin stop looking at them. He started 
to grin, but he turned red in the face instead. 

Graham picked up a bottle and offered it to Uncle Marvin. He took 
it without even looking at it once, and held it out in front of him 
as if he did not know he had it in his hand. When Graham saw that 
he was not making any effort to open it, he took it and put the cap 
between his teeth and popped it off as easily as he could have done it 
with a bottle-opener. 

The beer began to foam then, and Uncle Marvin shoved the neck of 
the bottle into his mouth and turned it upside down. The foam that 
had run out on his hand before he could get the bottle into his mouth 
was dripping down his shirt-front and making a dark streak on the 
blue cloth. 

Jean leaned out of her hammock and reached to the ground for 
another bottle. She popped off the cap with a bottle-opener and lay 
down again. 

“Did you see that, Milt?” Jim whispered, squeezing my arm. He 
whistled a little between his teeth. 

“I saw a lot!” I said. 

“I didn’t know girls ever did like that where everybody could see 
them,” he said. 

“They’re from up the river,” I told him. “Graham said they were 
from Evansville.” 

“That don’t make any difference,” Jim said, shaking his head 
“They’re girls, aren’t they? Well, whoever saw girls lie in hammocks 
naked like that? I know I never did before!” 

“I sure never saw any like those before, either,” I told him. 

Uncle Marvin had gone to the tree at the foot of one of the ham- 
mocks, and he was standing there, leaning against it a little, with the 
empty bottle in his hand, and looking straight at them. 

Graham was trying to talk to him, but Uncle Marvin would not 
pay attention to what Graham was trying to say. Jean had turned 
loose the sides of the hammock, and Marge, too, and they were laugh- 
ing and trying to make Uncle Marvin say something. Uncle Marvin’s 
mouth was hanging open, but his face was not red any more. 

“Why doesn’t he tell them he’s a preacher?” I asked Jim, nudging 
him with my elbow. 
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Maybe he will after a while,” Jim said, standing on his toes and 
trying to see better through the undergrowth. 

It looks to me like he’s not going to tell them,” I said. “It wouldn’t 
make any difference, anyway, because Uncle Marvin isn’t a real 
preacher. He only preaches when he feels like doing it.” 

“That doesn’t make any difference,” )im said. 

“Why doesn’t it?” 

“It just doesn’t, that’s why.” 

“But he calls himself a preacher, just the same.” 

“He doesn’t have to be a preacher now if he doesn’t want to be one. 
If he told them he was a preacher, they’d all jump up and run and 
hide from him.” 

Uncle Marvin was still standing against the tree looking at the dark 
girl, and Graham was a little to one side of him, looking as if he 
didn’t know what do next. 

Presendy Uncle Marvin jerked himself erect and turned his head 
in all directions listening for sounds. He looked towards us, but he 
could not see us. Jim got down on his hands and knees to be out of 
sight, and I got behind him. 

The three others were laughing and talking, but not Uncle Marvin. 
He looked at them a while longer, and then he reached down to the 
top case against the cypress and lifted out another bottle. Graham 
reached to open it for him, but Uncle Marvin hit his teeth over the 
cap and popped it off. The beer began to foam ri^ * away, but before 
much of it could run out, Uncle Marvin had turned it up and was 
drinking it down. 

When the bottle was empty, he wiped his mouth with the back of 
his hand and took three or four steps towards the dark girl in the 
hammock. Jean kicked her feet into the air and pulled the sides of the 
hammock around her. The other girl sat up to watch Uncle Marvin. 

All at once he stopped and looked towards our camp on the other 
side of the island. There was not a sound anywhere, except the suck- 
ing sound in the slough that went ' n all the time, and the sharp slap 
of water against the sides of the houseboat. He listened for another 
moment, cocking his head like a dog getting ready to jump a rabbit, 
and broke into a run, headed for our camp. Jim and I just barely got 
there before Uncle Marvin. We were both puffing and blowing after 
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running so fast, but Uncle Marvin was blowing even harder and he 
did not notice how short our breath was. He stopped and looked down 
at the dead fire for a while before he spoke to us. 

“Get ready to go home, son, you and Jim,” he said. “We’ve got to 
leave right now.” 

He started throwing our stuff into a pile and stamping out the 
ashes at the same time. He turned around and spat some tobacco 
juice on the live coals and grabbed up an armful of stuff. He did not 
wait for us to help him, but started for our skiff on the mud flat right 
away with a big load of stuff in both arms. Jim and I had to hurry 
to catch up with him so he would not forget and leave us behind. 

He took the oars from us and shoved off without waiting for us to 
do it for him. When we were out of the mouth of the creek, he took 
his hat off and threw it on the bottom of the skiff and bent over the 
oars harder than ever. Jim and I could not do a thing to help, because 
there were only two oars and he would not turn either one of them 
loose. 

Nobody said a thing while we were rowing around the slough. 
When we got within a hundred feet of shore, Uncle Marvin started 
throwing our stuff into a heap in the stern. We had no more than 
dragged bottom on shore when he picked up the whole lot and threw 
the stuff onr the dried mud. The pans and buckets rolled in every 
direction. 

Both of us were scared to say a word to Uncle Marvin because he 
had never acted like that before. We stood still and watched him 
while he shoved off into the river and turned the skiff around and 
headed around the slough. We were scared to death for a while, be- 
cause we had never seen anybody cut across so close to the slough. He 
knew where he was all the time, but he did not seem to care how 
many chances he took of being sucked dov'n into the slough. The 
last we saw of him was when he went out of sight around Maud 
Island. 

We' picked up our things and started running with them towards 
home. All the way there we were in too much of a hurry to say any- 
thing to each other. It was about a mile and a half home, and upgrade 
every step of the way, but we ran the whole distance, carrying our 
heavy stuff on our backs. 
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When we reached the front gate, Aunt Sophie ran out on the porch 
to meet us. She had seen us running up the road from the river, and 
she was surprised to see us back home so soon. When we left with 
Uncle Marvin early that morning, we thought we were going to stay 
a week on Maud Island. Aunt Sophie looked down the road to see if 
she could see anything of Uncle Marvin. 

Jim dropped his load of stuff and sank down on the porch steps 
panting and blowing. 

“Where’s your Uncle Marvin, Milton?” Aunt Sophie asked us, 
standing above me and looking down at us with her hands on her 
hips. “Where’s Marvin Hutchins?” 

I shook my head the first thing, because I did not know what to 
say. 

“Where’s your Uncle Marvin, James?” she asked Jim. 

Jim looked at me, and then down again at the steps. He tried to 
keep Aunt Sophie’s eyes from looking straight into his. 

Aunt Sophie came between us and shook Jim by the shoulder. She 
shook him until his hair tumbled over his face, and his teeth rattled 
until they sounded as if they were loose in his mouth. 

“Where is your Uncle Marvin, Milton?” she demanded, coming to 
me and shaking me worse than she had Jim. “Answer me this min. 
ute, Milton!” 

When I saw how close she wa: to me, I ju/v icd # up and ran out 
into the yard out of her reach. I knew how h id she could shake 
when she wanted to. It was lots worse than getting a whipping with 
a peach-tree switch. 

“Has that good-for-nothing scamp gone and taken up with a shanty* 
boat wench again?” she said, running back and forth between Jim 
and me. 

I had never heard Aunt Sophie talk like that before, and I was so 
scared I could not make myself say a word. I had never heard her call 
Uncle Marvin anything like that before, cither. As a rule she never 
paid much attention to him, except when she wanted him to chop 
some stove-wood, or something like that. 

Jim sat up and looked at Aunt Sophie. I could see that he was get- 
ting ready to say something about the way she talked* about Uncle 
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Marvin. Jim was always taking up for him whenever Aunt Sophie 
started in on him. 

Jim opened his mouth to say something, but the words never came 
out. 

“One of you is going to answer me!” Aunt Sophie said. “I’ll give 
you one more, chance to talk, Milton.” 

“He didn’t say where he was going or what he was going to do, 
Aunt Sophie. Honest, he didn’t!” 

“Milton Hutchins!” she said, stamping her foot. 

“Honest, Aunt Sophie!” I said. “Maybe he went off somewhere to 
preach.” 

“Preach, my foot!” she cried, jamming her hands oh her hips. 
“Preach! If that good-for-nothing scalawag preached half as many 
sermons as he makes out like he docs, he’d have the whole country 
saved for God long before now! Preach! Huh! Preach, my foot! 
That’s his excuse for going off from home whenever he gets the 
notion to cut-up-jack, but he never fools me. And I can make a mighty 
good guess where he is this very minute, too. He’s gone chasing off 
after some shantyboat wench! Preach, my foot!” , 

Jim looked at me, and I looked at Jim. To save our life we could 
not see how Aunt Sophie had found out about the two girls from 
Evansville on 'Maud Island. 

Aunt Sophie jammed her hands on her hips a little harder and mo- 
tioned to us with her head. We followed her into the house. 

“We’re going to have a housecleaning around this place,” she said, 
“James, you bring the brooms. Milton, you go start a fire under the 
wash-pot in the back yard and heat it full of water. When you get it 
going good, come in here and sweep down the cobwebs off the 
ceilings.” 

Aunt Sophie went from room to room, slamming doors behind her. 
She began ripping curtains down from the windows and pulling the 
rugs from the floor. A little later we could hear the swish of her 
broom, and presently a dense cloud of dust began blowing through 
the windows. 
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When you moved into this Hollywood picture factory, 
you soon found out that the important thing was to 
le.-’rn how to \eep your couch. You lost face overnight 
if somebody stuck his head through your office door 
and saw that your couch was missing. Getting into the 
swing of the thing was tough at first. One day you 
would get dbwn to business and turn in a thick pile 
of script, and of course the word would travel along 
the grapevine and before you know it you would look 
up and see two hefty guys lugging in yov - coufh. The 
next day, let us say, you would feel like It.iing things 
go for a while, and not turn in any sc r ipt at all, and 
before long these same two guy would come in and 
lug out your couch. After a couple of weeks of that 
sort of thing you would catch on to what those master- 
minds in the front office were doing to you. You could 
then beat them at their own game by writing up a big 
batch of script one day and uirning it in in driblets, a 
little every day, and you never lost your couch again 
after that. 
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There must be a way to get it over with. If somebody would only 
say something about it, instead of looking at me all the time as they 
do, when 1 am in the room, there wouldn’t be any more days like this 
one. But no one ever says a word about it. They sit and look at me 
all the time — like that — but not even Papa says anything. 

Why don’t they go ahead and say it — why don’t they do something — 
They know it; everyone knows it now. Everybody looks at me like 
that, but nobody ever says a word about it. 

Papa knows perfectly well that 1 never went to business college 
with the money he sent me. Why doesn’t he say so — He put me on 
the train and said, Be a good little girl, Agnes. Just before the train 
left he gave me fifty dollars, and promised to send me the same 
amount monthly through October. When I reached Birmingham, I 
went to a beauty-culture school and learned how to be a manicurist 
with the money he sent me. Everybody at home thought I was study- 
ing shorthand at the business college. They thought I was a stenog- 
rapher in Birmingham, but I was a manicurist ir a three-chair barber- 
shop. It was not long until in some way everyboc' at borne found out 
what I was doing. Why didn’t they tell me then tiiat they knew what 

I was doing— Why didn’t they say something about it 

Ask me, Papa, why I became a man-curist instead of learning to be 
a stenographer. After you ask me that, I’ll tell you why I’m not even 
a manicurist in a three-chair barbershop any longer. But say some- 
thing about it. Say you.know it; say you know what I do; say any- 
thing. Please, for God’s sake, don’t sit there all day long and look at 
me like that without saying something about it. Tell me that you have 
always known it; tell me anything Papa. 

How can you know what I am by sitting there and looking at 
me— How do you know I’m not a stenographer— How am I dif- 
ferent from everybody else in town 

How did you know I went to Nashville— ask me why 4 went there, 
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then. Say it; please, Papa, say it. Say anything, but don’t sit there and 
look at me like that. I can’t stand it another minute. Ask me, and I’ll 
tell you the truth about everything. 

1 found a job in a barbershop in Nashville. It was even a cheaper 
place than the one in Birmingham, where the men came in and put 
their hands down the neck of my dress and squeezed me; it was the 
cheapest place I had ever heard about. After that I went to Memphis, 
and worked in a barbershop there a while. I was never a stenographer. 
I can’t read a single line of shorthand. But I know all about manicur- 
ing, if I haven’t forgotten it by this time. 

After that I went to New Orleans. I wished to work in a fine place 
like the St. Charles. But they looked at me just like you are doing, 
and said they didn’t need anyone else in the barbershop. They looked 
at me, just like Mamma is looking at me now, but they didn’t say any- 
thing about it. Nobody ever says anything about it, but everybody 
looks at me like that. 

I had to take a job in a cheap barbershop in New Orleans. It was a 
cheaper place than the one in Memphis, or the one in Nashville. It 
was near Canal Street, and the men who came in did the same things 
the men in Birmingham and Nashville and Memphis had done. The 
men came in and put their hands down the neck of my dress and 
squeezed me, 'and then they sat down and talked to me about things 
I had never heard of until I went to Birmingham to be a stenog- 
rapher. The barbers talked to me, too, but nobody ever said anything 
about it. They knew it; but no one ever said it. I was soon making* 
more money on the outside after hours than I was at the table. That’s 
why I left and went to live in a cheap hotel. The room clerk looked 
at me like that, too, but he didn’t say anything about it. Nobody ever 
docs. Everyone looks at me like that, but there is never a word said 
about it. 

The whole family knows everything I have done since I left home 
nearly fivfc years ago to attend business college in Birmingham. They 
sit and look at me, talking about everything else they can think of, but 
they never ask me what I’m doing for a living. They never ask me 
what company I work for in Birmingham, and they never ask me how 
I like stenography. They never mention it. Why don’t you ask me 
about my bofcs — But you know I don’t work for a company. You 
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know everything about me, so why don’t you say something to me 
about it 

If somebody would only say it, I could leave now and never have 
to come back again once a year at Christmas. I’ve been back once a 
year for four years now. You’ve known all about it for four years, so 
why don’t you say something— Say it, and it then will be all over 
with. 

Please ask me how I like my job in Birmingham, Mamma. Mamma, 
say, Are your hours too long, Agnes — have you a comfortable apart- 
ment— is your salary enough for you— Mamma, say something to me. 
Ask me something; I’ll not tell you a lie. I wish you would ask me 
something so I could tell you the truth. I’ve got to tell somebody, 
anybody. Don’t sit there and look at me once a year at Christmas like 
that. Everyone knows I live in a cheap hotel in New Orleans, and 
that I’m not a stenographer. I’m not even a manicurist any longer. 
Ask me what I do for a living, Mamma. Don’t sit there and look at 
me once a year at Christmas like that and not say it. 

Why is everyone afraid to say it — I’ll not be angry; I’ll not even 
cry. I’ll be so glatl to get it over with that I’ll laugh. Please don’t be 
afraid to say it; please stop looking at me like that once a year at 
Christmas and go ahead and say it. 

Elsie sits all day looking at me without ever asking me if she may 
come to visit me in Birmingham. Whv don’t y c" . sk^me, Elsie — I’ll 
tell you why you can’t. Go ahead and ask if yc may visit me in 
Birmingham. I’ll tell you why. Because if you went back with me 
you’d go to New Orleans and the men would come in and put their 
hands down the collar of your frock. That’s why you can’t go back 
to Birmingham with me. But you do believe I live in Birmingham, 
don’t you, Elsie— Ask me about the city, then. Ask me what street 
I live on. Ask me if nfy window in Birmingham faces the east or 
west, north or south. Say something, Elsie; isn’t anyone ever going to 
ask me anything, or say something 

I’m not afraid; I’m a grown won n now. Talk to me as you would 
to anyone else my age. Just say one little something, and I’ll have 
the chance to tell you. After that I’ll leave and never come back 
again once a year at Christmas. 

An hour ago Lewis came home and sat down in thS parlor, but 
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he didn't ask me a single question about mysel£. He didn’t say any- 
thing. How does he know— Lewis, can you tell just by looking at 
me, too — Is that how everyone knows — Please tell me what it is 
about me that everyone knows. And if everyone icnows, why doesn’t 
someone say something about it — If you would only say it, Lewis, 
it would be all over with. I'd never have to come home again once a 
year at Christmas and be made to sit here and have everyone look at 
me like that but never saying anything about it. 

Lewis sits there on the piano stool looking at me but not saying 
anything to me. How did you find it out, Lewis — Did someone tell 
you, or do you just know — I wish you would say something, Lewis. 
If you will only do that, it will be all over with. I’d riever have to 
come back home once a year at Christmas and sit here like this. 

Mamma won’t even ask me what my address is. She acts as though I 
went upstairs and slept a year, coming down once a year at Christ- 
mas. Mamma, I’ve been away from home a whole year. Don’t you care 
to ask me what I’ve been doing all that time — Go ahead and ask me, 
Mamma. I’ll tell you the truth. I’ll tell you the perfect truth about 
myself. 

Doesn’t she care about writing to me— doesn’t she care about my 
writing to her — Mamma, don’t you want my address so you can write 
to me and tell me how everyone is — Every time I leave they all stand 
around and look at me and never ask when I’m coming back again. 
Why don’t they say it— If Mamma would only say it, instead of look- 
ing at me like that, it would be better for all of us. I’d never have 
to come back home again, and they’d never have to sit all day and 
look at me like that. Why don’t you say something to me, Mamma — 
For God’s sake, Mamma, don’t sit there all day long and not say a 
word to me. 

Mamma hasn’t even asked me if I am thinking of marrying. I heard 
her ask Elsie that this morning while I was in the bathroom. Elsie is 
six y^afl younger than me, and Mamma asks Elsie that but she has 
never asked me since I went to Birmingham five years ago to study 
shorthand. They don’t even tell me about the people I used to know 
in town. They don’t even say good-by when I leave. 

If Papa will only say something about it, instead of looking at me 
like that alf the time, I’ll get out and stay out forever. I’ll never come 
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home again as long as I live, if he will only say it. Why doesn't hie 
ask me if I can find a job for Lewis in Birmingham — Ask me to 
take him back to Birmingham and look after him to see that he gets 
along all right from the start, Papa. Ask me that, Papa. Please, Papa, 
ask me that; ask me something else then, and give me a chance to tell 
you. Please ask me that and stop sitting there looking at me like that. 
Don’t you care if Lewis has a job — You don’t want him to stay here 
and do nothing, do you — Y^u don’t want him to go downtown every 
night after supper and shoot craps until midnight, do you, Papa — 
Ask me if I can help Lewis find a job in Birmingham; ask me that, 
Papa. 

I’ve got to* tell somebody about myself. You know already, but I’ve 
got to tell you just the same. I’ve got to tell you so I can leave home 
and never have to come back once a year at Christmas. I went to 
Birmingham and tuok the money to study manicuring. Then I found 
a job in a barbershop and sat all day long at a little table behind a 
screen in the rear. A man came in and put his hand down the neck 
of my dress and squeezed me until I screamed. I went to Nashville, 
to Memphis, to N ew Orleans. Every time I sat down at the mani- 
curist’s table in the rear of a barbershop, men came in and put their 
hands down my dress. 

If they would only say something it would be all over with. But 
they sit and look, and talk about something els** dl day long. That’s 
the way it’s been once a year at Christmas for fo- or five years. It’s 
been that way ever since I took the money Papa gave me and went to 
Birmingham to study stenography at the business college. Papa knows 
I was a manicurist in a barbershop all the time I was there. Papa 
knows, but Papa won’t say it. Say something, Papa. Please say some- 
thing, so I can tell you what I do for a living. You know it already, 
and all the others, too; but I can’t tell you until you say something 
about it. Mamma, say something; Lewis, say something. Somebody, 
anybody, say something. ^ 

For God’s sake, say something . ’ out it this time *0 I won’t have 
to come back again next year at Christmas and sit here all day in the 
parlor while you look at me. Everybody looks at me like that, but 
nobody ever says it. Mamma makes Elsie stay out of my room while 
I’m dressing, and Papa sends Lewis downtown every hOur or two. 
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If they would only say something, it would be all over with. But they 
sit all day long in the parlor, and look at me without saying it. 

After every meal Mamma takes the dishes I have used and scalds 
them at the sink. Why don’t they say it, so I’ll never have to come 
back 

Papa takes a cloth soaked in alcohol and wipes the chair I’ve been 
sitting in every time I get up and leave the room. Why don’t you go 
ahead and say it 

Everyone sits in the parlor and looks at me all day long. Elsie and 
Lewis, Mamma and Papa, they sit on the other side of the room and 
look at me all day long. Don’t they know I’ll tell them the truth if 
they would only ask me — Ask me, Papa; I’ll tell you the truth, and 
never come back again. You can throw away your cloth soaked in 
alcohol after I’ve gone. So ask me. For God’s sake, say something to 
me about it. 

Once a year at Christmas they sit and look at me, but none of them 
ever says anything about it. They all sit in the parlor saying to them- 
selves, We are looking at you, Agnes. 
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jAl SHIVER went through Lonnie. He drew his hand away from 
his sharp chin, remembering what Clem had said. It made him feel 
now as if he were committing a crime by standing in Arch Gun- 
nard’s presence and allowing his face to be seen. 

He and Clem had been walking up the road together that afternoon 
on their way to the filling station when he told Clem how much he 
needed rations. Clem stopped a moment to kick a rock out of the 
road, and said that if you worked for Arch Gunnard long enough, 
your face would be sharp enough to split the boards for your own 
coffin. 

As Lonnie turned away to sit down on an empty box beside the 
gasoline pump, he could not help wishing that he could be as un- 
afraid of Arch Gunnard as Clem was. Even if Clem was a Negro, he 
never hesitated to ask for rations when he needed something to eat; 
and when he and his family did not get enough, Clem came right out 
and told Arch so. Arch stood for that, but he swore that he was 
going to run Clem out of the country the first rhance he got. 

Lonnie knew without turning around that t 'm # was standing at 
the corner of the filling station with two or three other Negroes and 
looking at him, but for some reason he was unable to meet Clem’s 
eyes. 

Arch Gunnard was sitting in the sun, honing his jack-knife blade 
on his boot top. He glanced once or twice at Lonnie’s hound, Nancy, 
who was lying in the •middle of the road waiting for Lonnie to go 
home. 

“That your dog, Lonnie?” 

Jumping with fear, Lonnie’s Ir ^d went to his chi \ to hide the lean 
face that would accuse Arch of short-rationing. 

Arch snapped his fingers and the hound stood up, wagging her 
tail. She waited to be called. 

“Mr, Arch, I ” 
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Arch called the dog. She began crawling towards them on her 
belly, wagging her tail a little faster each time Arch’s fingers snapped. 
When she was several feet away, she turned over # on her back and 
lay on the ground with her four paws in the air. 

Dudley Smith and Jim Weaver, who were lounging around the 
filling station, laughed. They had been leaning against the side of the 
building, but they straightened up to see what Arch was up to. 

Arch spat some more tobacco juice on his boot top and whetted the 
jack-knife blade some more. 

* “What kind of a hound dog is that, anyway, Lonnie?” Arch said. 
“Looks like to me it might be a ketch hound.” 

Lonnie could feel Clem Henry’s eyes boring into the back of his 
head. He wondered what Clem would do if it had been his dog Arch 
Gunnard was snapping his fingers at and calling like that. 

“His tail’s way too long for a coon hound or a bird dog, ain’t it, 
Arch?” somebody behind Lonnie said, laughing out loud. 

Everybody laughed then, including Arch. They looked at Lonnie, 
waiting to hear what he was going to say to Arch. 

“Is he a ketch hound, Lonnie?” Arch said, snapping his finger 
again. 

“Mr. Arch,. I ” 

“Don’t be ashamed of him, Lonnie, if he don’t show signs of turn- 
ing out to be a *bird dog or a fox hound. Everybody needs a hound 
around the house that can go out and catch pigs and rabbits when 
you are in a hurry for them. A ketch hound is a mighty respectable 
animal. I’ve known the time when I was mighty proud to own one.” 
Everybody laughed. 

Arch Gunnard was getting ready to grab Nancy by the tail. Lon- 
nie sat up, twisting his neck until he caught a glimpse of Clem 
Henry at the other corner of the filling statidn. Clem was staring at 
him with unmistakable meaning, with the same look in his eyes he 
had had that afternoon when he said that nobody who worked for 
Arch Gunnard ought to stand for short-rationing. Lonnie lowered his 
eyes. He could not figure out how a Negro could be braver than he 
was. There were a lot of times like that when he would have given 
anything he^had to be able to jump into Clem’s shoes and change 
piaces with him. 
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“The trouble with this hound of yours, Lonnie, is that he’s too 
heavy on his feet. Don’t you reckon it would be a pretty slick little 
trick to lighten the load some, being as how he’s a ketch hound to 
begin with?” 

Lonnie remembered then what Clem Henry had said he would do 
if Arch Gunnard ever tried to cut off his dog’s tail. Lonnie knew, 
and Clem knew, and everybody else knew, that that would give Arch 
the chance he was waiting for. All Arch asked, he had said, was for 
Clem Henry to overstep his place just one little half-inch, or to talk 
back to him with just one little short word, and he would do the rest. 
Everybody knew what Arch meant by that, especially if Clem did not 
turn and run. And Clem had not been known to run from anybody, 
after fifteen years in the country. 

Arch reached down and grabbed Nancy’s tail while Lonnie was 
wondering about Clem. Nancy acftd as if she thought Arch were 
playing some kind of a game with her. She turned her head around 
until she could reach Arch’s hand to lick it. He cracked her on the 
bridge of me nose with the end of the jack-knife. 

“He’s a mighty playful dog, Lonnie,” Arch said, catching up a 
shorter grip on the tail, “but his wagpole is way too long for a dog 
his size, especially when he wants to be a ketch hound.” 

Lonnie swallowed hard. 

“Mr. Arch, she's a mighty fine nhbit tracker 1 ” 

“Shucks, Lonnie,” Arch said, whetting the . life blade on the 
dog’s tail, “I ain’t never seen a hound in all my life that needed a tail 
that long to hunt rabbits with. It s way too long for just a common, 
ordinary, everyday ketch hound.” 

Lonnie looked up hopefully at Dudley Smith and the others. None 
of them offered any help. It was useless for him to try to stop Arch, 
because Arch Gunnard* would let nothing stand in his way when 
once he had set his head on what he wished to do. Lonnie knew 
that if he should let himself show any anger or resentment, Arch 
would drive him off the farm * fore sundown that night* Clem 
Henry was the only person there who would help him, but Clem . , . 

The white men and the Negroes at both corners of the filling sta- 
tion waited to see what Lonnie was going to do about it. All of them 
hoped he would put up a fight for his hound. If anyone # ever had the 



736 


KNEEL TO THE RISING SUN 


nerve to stop Arch Gunnard from cutting off a dog’s tail, it might 
put an end to it. It was plain, though, that Lonnie, who was one of 
Arch’s share-croppers, was afraid to speak up. Clem Henry might; 
Clem was the only one who might try to stop Arch, even if it meant 
trouble. And all of them knew that Arch would insist on running 
Clem out of the country, or filling him full of lead. 

"I reckon it’s all right with you, ain’t it, Lonnie?” Arch said. “I 
don’t seem to hear no objections.” 

Clem Henry stepped forward several paces, and stopped. 

Arch laughed, watching Lonnie’s face, and jerked Nancy to her 
feet. The hound cried out in pain and surprise, but Arch made her 
be quiet by kicking her in the belly. 

Lonnie winced. He could hardly bear to see anybody kick his dog 
like that. 

“Mr. Arch, I . . ” 

A contraction in his throat almost choked him for several moments, 
and he had to open his mouth wide and fight for breath. The other 
white men around him were silent. Nobody liked to see a dog kicked 
in the belly like that. 

Lonnie could see the other end of the filling station from the corner 
of his eye. He saw a couple of Negroes go up behind Clem and grasp 
his overalls. Clem spat on the ground, between outspread feet, but 
he did not try to break away from them. 

“Being as how I don’t hear no objections, I reckon it’s all right to 
go ahead and cut it off,” Arch said, spitting. 

Lonnie’s head went forward and all he could see of Nancy was her 
hind feet. He had come to ask for a slab of sowbelly and some 
molasses, or something. Now he did not know if he could ever bring 
himself to ask for rations, no matter how much hungrier they became 
at home. 

“I always make it a habit of asking a man first,” Arch said. “I 
wouldnt want to go ahead and cut off a tail if a man had any objec- 
tions. That wouldn’t be right. No, sir, it just wouldn’t be fair and 
square.” 

Arch caught a shorter grip on the hound’s tail and placed the knife 
blade on it two or three inches from the rump. It looked to those who 
were watchftig as if his mouth were watering, because tobacco juice 
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began to trickle down the corners of his lips. He brought up the back 
of his hand and wiped his mouth. 

A noisy automobile came plowing down the road through the deep 
red dust. Everyone looked up as it passed in order to see who was in 
it. 

Lonnie glanced at it, but he could not keep his eyes raised. His 
head fell downward once more until he could feel his sharp chin cut- 
ting into his chest. He wondered then if Arch had noticed how lean 
his face was. 

“I keep two or three ketch hounds around my place,” Arch said, 
honing the blade on the tail of the dog as if it were a razor strop 
until his actions brought smiles to the faces of the men grouped 
around him, “but I never could see the sense of a ketch hound having 
a long tail. It only gets in their way when I send them out to catch 
a pig or a rabbit for my supper.” 

Pulling with his left hand and pushing with his right, Arch Gun- 
nard docked the hound’s tail as quickly and as easily as if he were 
cutting a willow switch in the pasture to drive the cows home with. 
The dog sprang forward with the release of her tail until she was far 
beyond Arch’s reach, and began howling so loud she could be heard 
half a mile away. Nancy stopped once and looked back at Arch, and 
then she sprang to the middle of the road and began leaping and twist- 
ing in circles. All that time she was yelping and biting at the bleed- 
ing stub of her tail. 

Arch leaned backward and twirled the severed tail in one hand 
while he wiped the jack-knife blade on his Loot sole. He watched 
Lonnie’s dog chasfog herself around in circles in the red dust. 

Nobody had anything to say then. Lonnie tried not to watch his 
dog’s agony, and he forced himself to keep from looking at Clem 
Henry. Then, with his eyes shut, he wondered why he had remained 
on Arch Gunnard’s plantation all those past years, share-cropping 
for a mere living on short-rations, and becoming leaner and leaner all 
the time. He knew then how true '• was what Clem had said'about 
Arch’s share-croppers’ faces becoming sharp enough to hew their own 
coffins. His hands went to his chin before he knew what he was 
doing. His hand dropped when he had felt the bones of jaw and the 
exposed tendons of his cheeks. 
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As hungry as he was, he knew that even if Arch did give him some 
rations then, there would not be nearly enough for them to eat for 
the following week. Hatty, his wife, was already broken down from 
hunger and work in the fields, and his father, Mark Newsome, stone- 
deaf for the past twenty years, was always asking him why there was 
never enough food in the house for them to have a solid meal. Lon- 
nie’s head fell forward a little more, and he could feel his eyes becom- 
ing damp. 

The pressure of his sharp chin against his chest made him so un- 
comfortable that he had to raise his head at last in order to ease the 
pain of it. 

The first thing he saw when he looked up was Arch Guimard 
twirling Nancy’s tail in his left hand. Arch Gunnard had a trunk full 
of dogs’ tails at home. He had been cutting off tails ever since anyone 
could remember, and during all those years he had accumulated a col- 
lection of which he was so proud that he kept the trunk locked and 
the key tied around his neck on a string. On Sunday afternoons when 
the preacher came to visit, or when a crowd was there to loll on the 
front porch and swap stories, Arch showed them off, naming each tail 
from memory just as well as if he had had a tag on it. 

Clem Hency had left the filling station and was walking alone 
down the road towards the plantation. Clem Henry’s house was in a 
cluster of Negrp cabins below Arch’s big house, and he had to pass 
Lonnie’s house to get there. Lonnie was on the verge of getting up 
and leaving when he saw Arch looking at him. He did not know 
whether Arch was looking at his lean face, or whether he was watch- 
ing to see if he were going to get up and go down the road with 
Clem. 

The thought of leaving reminded him of his reason for being there. 
He had to have some rations before suppertime that night, no matter 
how sho^t they were. 

“Mr Arch, I . . ” 

Arch stared at him for a moment, appearing as if he had turned to 
listen to some strange sound unheard of before that moment. 

Lonnie bit his lips, wondering if Arch was going to say anything 
about how lean and hungry he looked. But Arch was thinking about 
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something else. He slapped his hand on his leg and laughed out 
loud. 

“I sometimes wish niggers had tails,” Arch said, coiling Nancy’s 
tail into a ball and putting it into his pocket. “I’d a heap rather cut 
off nigger tails than dog tails. There’d be more to cut, for one thing.” 

Dudley Smith and somebody else behind them laughed for a brief 
moment. The laughter died out almost as suddenly as it had risen. 

The Negroes who had heard Arch shuffled their feet in the dust and 
moved backwards. It was only a few minutes until not one was left 
at the filling station. They went up the road behind the red wooden 
building until they were out of sight. 

Arch gofup and stretched. The sun was getting low, and it was 
no longer comfortable in the October air. “Well, I reckon I’ll be get- 
ting on home to get me some supper,” he said.* 

He walked slowly to the middle of the road and stopped to look at 
Nancy retreating along the ditch. 

“Nobody going my way?” he asked. “What’s wrong with you, 
Lonnie? Going home to supper, ain’t you?” 

“Mr. Arch, I . . .” 

Lonnie found himself jumping to his feet. His first thought was to 
ask for the sowbelly and molasses, and maybe some corn meal; but 
when he opened his mouth, the words refused to come out. He took 
several steps forward and shook his head. He kd not know what 
Arch might say or do if he said “no.” 

“Hatty ’ll be looking for you,” Arch said, turning his back and walk- 
ing off. 

He reached into his hip pocket and took out Nancy’s tail. He began 
twirling it as he walked down the road towards the big house in the 
distance. 

Dudley Smith went iaside the filling station, and the others walked 
away. 

After Arch had gone several hundred yards, Lonnie sat down 
heavily on the box beside the gas uimp from which he had ^jot up 
when Arch spoke to him. He sat down heavily, his shoulders droop- 
ing, his arms falling between his outspread legs. 

Lonnie did not know how long his eyes had been closed, but when 
he opened them, he saw Nancy lying between his fee*, licking the 
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docked tail. While he watched her, he felt the sharp point of his chin 
cutting into his chest again. Presently the door behind him was 
slammed shut, and a minute later he could hear Dudley Smith walk- 
ing away from the filling station on his way home. 

ii 

Lonnie had been sleeping fitfully for several hours when he sud- 
denly found himself wide awake. Hatty shook him again. He raised 
himself on his elbow and tried to see into the darkness of the room. 
Without knowing what time it was, he was able to determine that it 
was still nearly two hours until sunrise. 

“Lonnie,” Hatty said again, trembling in the cold night air, “Lon- 
nie, your pa ain’t in the house.” 

Lonnie sat upright in bed. 

“How do you know he ain’t?” he said. 

“I’ve been lying here wide awake ever since I got in bed, and I 
heard him when he went out. He’s been gone all that time.” 

“Maybe he just stepped out for a while,” Lonnie said, turning and 
trying to see through the bedroom window. 

“I know what I’m saying, Lonnie,” Hatty insisted. “Your pa’s been 
gone a heap too long.” 

Both of them sat without a sound for several minutes while they 
listened for Marjc Newsome. 

Lonnie got up and lit a lamp. He shivered while he was putting on 
his shirt, overalls, and shoes. He tied his shoelaces in hard knots be- 
cause he couldn’t see in the faint light. Outside the window it was 
almost pitch-dark, and Lonnie could feel the damp October air blow- 
ing against his face. 

“I’ll go help look,” Hatty said, throwing the covers off and starting 
to get up. 

Lonnie ? went to the bed and drew the covers back over her and 
pushed her back into place. 

“You try to get some sleep, Hatty,” he said; “you can’t stay awake 
the whole night. I’ll go bring Pa back.” 

He left Hatty, blowing out the lamp, and stumbled through the 
dark hall, feeing his way to the front porch by touching the wall with 
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his hands. When he got to the porch, he could still barely see any dis- 
tance ahead, but his eyes were becoming more accustomed to the dark- 
ness. He waited a minute, listening. 

Feeling his way down the steps into the yard, he walked around the 
corner of the house and stopped to i'sten again before calling his 
father. 

“Oh, Pa!” he said loudly. “Oh, Pa!” 

He stopped under the bedroom window when he realized what he 
had been doing. 

“Now that’s a fool thing for me to be out here doing,” he said, 
scolding himself. “Pa couldn’t hear it thunder.” 

He heard a rustling of the bed. 

“He’s been gone long enough to get clear to the crossroads, or 
more,” Hatty said, calling through the window. 

“Now you lay oown and try to get a little sleep, Hatty,” Lonnie told 
her. “I’ll bring him back in no time.” 

He could hear Nancy scratching fleas under the house, but he knew 
she was in no condition to help look for Mark. It would be several 
days before she recovered from the shock of losing her tail. 

“He’s been gone a Jong time,” Hatty said, unable to keep still. 

“That don’t make no difference,” Lonnie said. “I’ll find him sooner 
or later. Now you go on to sleep like I told you, Hatty.” 

Lonnie walked towards the barn, listening fr: >ome sound. Over at 
the big house he could hear the hogs grunting a. squealing, and he 
wished they would be quiet so he could hear other sounds. Arch Gun- 
nard’s dogs were howling occasionally, but they were not making 
any more noise than they usually did at night, and was accustomed 
to their howling. 

Lonnie went to the barn, looking inside and out. After walking 
around the barn, he wtfnt into the field as far as the cotton shed. He 
knew it was useless, but he could not keep from calling his father 
time after time. 

“Oh, Pa!” he said, trying to pt trate the darkness. 

He went further into the field. 

“Now, what in the world could have become of Pa?” he said, stop- 
ping and wondering where to Took next. 

After he had gone back to the front yard, he began to feel uneasy 
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for the first time. Mark had not acted any more strangely during the 
past week than he ordinarily did, but Lonnie knew he was upset 
over the way Arch Gunnard was giving out short-rations. Mark had 
even said that, at the rate they were being fed, all of them would 
starve to death inside another three months. 

Lonnie left the yard and went down the road towards the Negro 
cabins. When he got to Clems house, he turned in and walked up 
the path to the door. He knocked several times and waited. There was 
no answer, and he rapped louder. 

“Who’s that?” he heard Clem say from bed. 

“It’s me,” Lonnie said. “I’ve got to see you a minute, Clem. I’m out 
in the front yard.” 

He sat down and waited for Clem to dress and come outside. While 
he waited, he strained his ears to catch any sound that might be in 
the air. Over the fields towards the big house he could hear the fat- 
tening hogs grunt and squeal. 

Clem came out and shut the door. He stood on the doorsill a mo- 
ment speaking to his wife in bed, telling her he would be back and 
not to worry. 

“Who’s that?” Clem said, coming down into .the yard. 

Lonnie got up and met Clem half-way. 

“What’s the trouble?” Clem asked then, buttoning up his overall 
jumper. 

“Pa’s not in his bed,” Lonnie said, “and Hatty says he’s been gone 
from the house most all night. I went out in the field, and all around 
the bam, but I couldn’t find a trace of him anywhere.” 

Clem then finished buttoning his jumper and began rolling a ciga- 
rette. He walked slowly down the path to the road. It was still dark, 
and it would be at least an hour before dawn made it any lighter. 

“Maybe he was too hungry to stay in the* bed any longer,” Clem 
said. “When I saw him yesterday, he said he was so shrunk up and 
weak he didn’t know if he could last much longer. He looked like his 
skin and bones couldn’t shrivel much more.” 

“I asked Arch last night after suppertime for some rations — just a 
little piece of sowbelly and some molasses. He said he’d get around to 
letting me have some the first thing this morning.” 

“Why don't you tell him to give you full rations or none?” Clem 
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said. If you knew you wasn’t going to get none at all, you could 
move away and find a better man to share-crop for, couldn’t you?” 

“I’ve been loyal to Arch Gunnard for a long time now,” Lonnie 
said. “I’d hate to haul off and leave him like that.” 

Clem looked at Lonnie, but he did not say anything more just then. 
They turned up the road towards the driveway that led up to the big 
house. The fattening hogs were still grunting and squealing in the 
pen, and one of Arch’s hounds came down a cotton row beside the 
driveway to smell their shoes. 

“Them fattening hogs always get enough to eat,” Clem said. “There’s 
not a one of them that don’t weigh seven houndred pounds right now, 
and they’re getting bigger every day. Besides taking all that’s thrown 
to them, they make a lot of meals off the chickens that get in there to 
peck around.” 

Lonnie listened .u the grunting of the hogs as they walked up the 
driveway towards the big house. 

“Reckon we’d better get Arch up to help look for Pa?” Lonnie 
said. “I’d h^te to wake him up, but I’m scared Pa might stray off into 
the swamp and get lost for good. He couldn’t hear it thunder, even. 
I never could find him back there in all that tangle if he got into it.” 

Clem said something under his breath and went on towards the 
barn and hog pen. He reached the pen before Lonnie got there. 

“You’d better come here quick,” Clem said, turning around to see 
where Lonnie was. 

Lonnie ran to the hog pen. He stopped and climbed half-way up 
the wooden-and-wire sides of the fence. At firs*, he could see nothing, 
but gradually he was able to see the moving mass of black fattening 
hogs on the other side of the pen. They were biting and snarling at 
each other like a pack of hungry hounds turned loose on a dead 
rabbit. 

Lonnie scrambled to the top of the fence, but Clem caught him and 
pulled him back. 

“Don’t go in that hog pen tha’ way,” he said. “Them hogs will 
tear you to pieces, they’re that wild. They re fighting over something. 

Both of them ran around the corner of the pen and got to the side 
where the hogs were. Down under their fee 1 " on the ground Lonnie 
caught a glimpse of a dark mass splotched with white. # He was able 
x* 
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to sec it for a moment only, because one of the hogs trampled over it. 

Clem opened and closed his mouth several times before he was 
able to say anything at all. He clutched at Lonnie’s arm, shaking him. 

“That looks like it might be your pa,” he said, “f swear before good- 
ness, Lonnie, it does look like it.” 

Lonnie still could not believe it. He climbed to the top of the fence 
and began kicking his feet at the hogs, trying to drive them away. 
They paid no attention to him. 

While Lonnie was perched there, Clem had gone to the wagon 
shed, and he ran back with two singletrees he had somehow managed 
to find there in the dark. He handed one to Lonnie, poking it at him 
until Lonnie’s attention was drawn from the hogs long enough to 
take it. 

Clem leaped over the fence and began swinging the singletree at 
the hogs. Lonnie slid down beside him, yelling at them. One hog 
turned on Lonnie and snapped at him, and Clem struck it over the 
back of the neck with enough force to drive it off momentarily. 

By then Lonnie was able to realize what had happened. He ran to 
the mass of hogs, kicking them with his heavy stiff shoes and striking 
them on their heads with the iron-tipped singletree. Once he felt a 
stinging sensation, and looked down to see one of the hogs biting the 
calf of his leg. He had just enough time to hit the hog and drive it 
away before his leg was torn. He knew most of his overall leg had been 
ripped away, bfccause he could feel the night air on his bare wet calf. 

Clem had gone ahead and had driven the hogs back. There was no 
other way to do anything. They were in a snarling circle around them, 
and both of them had to keep the singletrees swinging back and forth 
all the time to keep the hogs off. Finally Lonnie reached down and 
got a grip on Mark’s leg. With Clem helping, Lonnie carried his 
father to the fence and lifted him over to the;, other side. 

They were too much out of breath for a while to say anything, or 
to do anything else. The snarling, fattening hogs were at the fence, 
biting the wood and wire, and making more noise than ever. 

While Lonnie was searching in his pockets for a ‘match, Clem 
struck one. He held the flame close to Mark Newsome’s head. 

They both stared unbelievingly, and then Clem blew out the match. 
There was nothing said as they stared at each other in the darkness. 
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Clem walked several steps away, and turned and came back beside 
Lonnie. 

“It’s him, though,” Clem said, sitting down on the ground. “It’s 
him, all right.” 

“I reckon so,” Lonnie said. He could think of nothing else to say 
then. 

They sat on the ground, one on each side of Mark, looking at the 
body. There had been no sign of life in the body beside them since 
they had first touched it. The face, throat, and stomach had been com- 
pletely devoured. 

“You’d better go wake up Arch Gunnard,” Clem said after a while. 

“What fof?” Lonnie said. “He can’t help none now. It’s too late 
for help.” 

“Makes no difference,” Clem insisted. “You’d better go wake him 
up and let him see what there is to see. If you wait till morning, he 
might take it into his head to say the hogs didn’t do it. Right now is 
the time to get him up so he can see what his hogs did.” 

Clem tut ned around and looked at the big house. The dark outline 
against the dark sky made him hesitate. 

“A man who short-rations tenants ought to have to sit and look at 
that till it’s buried.” 

Lonnie looked at Clem fearfully. He knew Clem was right, but he 
was scared to hear a Negro say anything like thui bout a white man. 

“You oughtn’t talk like that about Arch," Lo nie said. “He’s in 
bed asleep. He didn’t have a thing to do with it. He didn’t have no 
more to do with it than I did.” 

Clem laughed a little, and threw the singletree on the ground be- 
tween his feet. After letting it lie there a little while, he picked it up 
and began beating the ground with it. 

Lonnie got to his feet ‘slowly. He had never seen Clem act like that 
before, and he did not know what to think about it. He left without 
saying anything and walked stiffly to the house in the darkness to 
wake up Arch Gunnard. 
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Arch was hard to wake up. And even after he was awake, he was 
in no hurry to get up. Lonnie was standing outside the bedroom win- 
dow, and Arch was lying in bed six or eight feet away. Lonnie could 
hear him toss and grumble. 

“Who told you to come and wake me up in the middle of the 
night?” Arch said. 

“Well, Clem Henry’s out here, and he said maybe you’d like to 
know about it.” 

Arch tossed around on the bed, flailing the pillow with his fists. 

“You tell Clem Henry I said that one of these days he’s going to 
find himself turned inside out, like a coat-sleeve .” 

Lonnie waited doggedly. He knew Clem was right in insisting that 
Arch ought to wake up and come out there to see what had happened. 
Lonnie was afraid to go back to the barnyard and tell Clem that 
Arch was not coming. He did not know, but he had a feeling that 
Clem might go into the bedroom and drag Arch out of bed. He did 
not like to think of anything like that taking place'. 

“Are you still out there, Lonnie?” Arch shouted. 

“I’m right here, Mr. Arch. I ” 

“If I wasn’t so sleepy, I’d come out there and take a stick and — I 
don’t know whst I wouldn’t do!” 

Lonnie met Arch at the back step. On the way out to the hog pen 
Arch did not speak to him. Arch walked heavily ahead, not even wait- 
ing to see if Lonnie was coming. The lantern that Arch was carrying 
cast long flat beams of yellow light over the ground; and when they 
got to where Clem was waiting beside Mark’s body, the Negro’s face 
shone in the night like a highly polished plowshare. 

“What was Mark doing in my hog pen at night, anyway?” Arch 
said, shotting at them both. 

Neither Clem nor Lonnie replied. Arch glared at them for not 
answering. But no matter how many times he looked at them, his 
eyes returned each time to stare at the torn body of Mark Newsome 
on the ground at his feet. 

“There’s nothing to be done now,” Arch said finally. “We’ll just 
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have to wait till daylight and send for the undertaker.” He walked a 
few steps away. “Looks like you could have waited till morning in 
the first place. There wasn’t no sense in getting me up 

He turned his Back and looked sideways at Clem. Clem stood up 
and looked him straight in the eyes. 

“What do you want, Clem Henry?” he said. “Who told you to be 
coming around my house in the middle of the night? I don’t want 
niggers coming here except when I send for them.” 

“I couldn’t stand to see anybody eaten up by the hogs, and not do 
anything about it,” Clem said. 

“You mind your own business,” Arch told him. “And when you 
talk to me, take off your hat, or you’ll be sorry for it. It wouldn’t take 
much to make me do you up the way you belong.” 

Lonnie backed away. There was a feeling of uneasiness around 
them. That was how trouble between Clem and Arch always began. 
He had seen it start that way dozens of times before. As long as Clem 
turned and went away, nothing happened, but sometimes he stayed 
right where he was and talked up to Aich just as if he had been a 
white man, too. 

Lonnie hoped it wQuld not happen this time. Arch was already mad 
enough about being waked up in the middle of the night, and Lon- 
nie knew there was no limit to what Arch would do when he got 
good and mad at a Negro. Nobody had ever ' ^ * him kill a Negro, 
but he had said he had, and he told people that . was not scared to 
do it again. 

“I reckon you know how he came to get eaten up by the hogs like 
that,” Clem said, looking straight at Arch. 

Arch whirled around. 

“Are you talking to me . . . ?” 

“I asked you that,” Glem stated. 

“God damn you, yellow-blooded . . .” Arch yelled. 

He swung the lantern at Clem s head. Clem dodged, but the bot- 
tom of it hit his shoulder, and it v smashed to pieces. The oH splat- 
tered on the ground, igniting in the air from the flaming wick. Clem 
was lucky not to have it splash on his face and overalls. 

“Now, look here . . Clem said. 

“You yellow-blooded nigger,’ Arch said, rushing at hun. Ill teach 
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you to talk back to me. You’ve got too big for your place for the last 
time. I’ve been taking too much from you, but I ain’t doing it no 
more.” 

“Mr. Arch, I . . Lonnie said, stepping forward partly between 
them. No one heard him. 

Arch stood back and watched the kerosene flicker out on the 
ground. 

“You know good and well why he got eaten up by the fattening 
hogs,” Clem said, standing his ground. “He was so hungry he had to 
get up out of bed in the middle of the night and come up here in the 
dark trying to find something to eat. Maybe he was trying to find the 
smokehouse. It makes no difference, either way. He’s been on short- 
rations like everybody else working on your place, and he was so old 
he didn’t know where else to look for food except in your smokehouse. 
You know good and well that’s how he got lost up here in the dark 
and fell in the hog pen.” 

The kerosene had died out completely. In the last faint flare, Arch 
had reached down and grabbed up the singletree that had been lying 
on the ground where Lonnie had dropped it. 

Arch raised the singletree over his head and struck with all his 
might at Clem-. Clem dodged, but Arch drew back again quickly and 
landed a blow on his arm just above the elbow before Clem could 
dodge it. Clem’s«arm dropped to his side, dangling lifelessly. 

“You Goddamn yellow-blooded nigger!” Arch shouted. “Now’s 
your time, you black bastard! I’vfe been waiting for the chance to teach 
you your lesson. And this’s going to be one you won’t never forget.” 

Clem felt the ground with his feet until he had located the other 
singletree. He stooped down and got it. Raising it, he did not try to 
hit Arch, but held it in front of him so he r could ward off Arch’s 
blows at his head. He continued to stand his ground, not giving Arch 
an inch. *>• 

“Drdp that singletree,” Arch said. 

“I won’t stand here and let you beat me like that,” Clem protested. 

“By God, that’s all I want to hear,” Arch said, his mouth curling. 
“Nigger, your time has come, by God!” 

He swung q>nce mere at Clem, but Clem turned and ran towards 
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the barn. Arch went after him a few steps and stopped. He threw 
aside the singletree and turned and ran back to the house. 

Lonnie went to the fence and tried to think what was best for him 
to do. He knew fie could not take sides with a Negro, in the open, 
even if Clem had helped him, and especially after Clem had talked to 
Arch in the way he wished he could himself. He was a white man, 
and to save his life he could not stand to think of turning against 
Arch, no matter what happened. 

Presently a light burst through one of the windows of the house, 
and he heard Arch shouting at his wife to wake her up. 

When he saw Arch’s wife go to the telephone, Lonnie realized what 
was going to happen. She was calling up the neighbors and Arch’s 
friends. They would not mind getting up in the night when they 
found out what was going to take place. 

Out behind the barn he could hear Clem calling him. Leaving the 
yard, Lonnie felt his way out there in the dark. 

.“What’s the trouble, Clem?” he said. 

“I reckon my time has come,” Clem said. “Arch Gunnard talks that 
way when he’s good and mad. He talked just like he did that time 
he carried Jim Moffip off to the swamp — and Jim never came back.” 

“Arch wouldn’t do anything like that to you, Clem,” Lonnie said 
excitedly, but he knew better. 

Clem said nothing. 

“Maybe you’d better strike out for the swamp tifl he changes his 
mind and cools off some,” Lonnie said. “You might be right, Clem.” 

Lonnie could feel Clem’s eyes burning into him. 

“Wouldn’t be no sense in that, if you’d help me,” Clem said. 
“Wouldn’t you stand by me?” 

Lonnie trembled as the meaning of Clem’s sugeestion became clear 
to him. His back was to the side of the barn, and he leaned against it 
while sheets of black and white passed before his eyes. 

“Wouldn’t you stand by me?” Clem asked again. 

“I don’t know what Arch wo M say to that, Lonnie tdfd him 
haltingly. 

Clem walked away several paces. He stood with his back to Lonnie 
while he looked across the field towards the quarter where his home 


was. 
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“I could go in that little patch of woods out there and stay till they 
get tired of looking for me/’ Clem said, turning around to see 
Lonnie. 

c 

“You’d better go somewhere,” Lonnie said uneasily. “I know Arch 
Gunnard. He’s hard to handle when he makes up his mind to do 
something he wants to do. I couldn’t stop him an inch. Maybe you’d 
better get clear out of the country, Clem.” 

“I couldn’t do that, and leave my family down there across the field,” 
Clem said. 

“He’s going to get you if you don’t.” 

“If ycu’d only sort of help me out a little, he wouldn’t. I would only 
have to go and hide out in that little patch of woods over there a 
while. Looks like you could do that for me, being as how I helped 
you find your pa when he was in the hog pen.” 

Lonnie nodded, listening for sounds from the big house. He con- 
tinued to nod at Clem while Clem was waiting to be assured. 

“If you’re going to stand up for me,” Clem said, “I can just go over 
there in the woods and wait till they get it off their minds. You won’t 
be telling them where I’m at, and you could say I. struck out for the 
swamp. They wouldn’t ever find me without bioodhounds.” 

“That’s right,” Lonnie said, listening for sounds of Arch’s coming 
out of the house. He did not wish to be found back there behind the 
barn where Arch could accuse him of talking to Clem. 

The moment Lonnie replied, Clem turned and ran off into the 
night. Lonnie went after him a few steps, as if he had suddenly 
changed his mind about helping him, but Clem was lost in the dark- 
ness by then. 

Lonnie waited for a few minutes, listening to Clem crashing through 
the underbrush in the patch of woods a quarter of* a mile away. 
When he could hear Clem no longer, he vfent around the barn to 
meet Arch. 

Arch came out of the house carrying his double-barreled shotgun 
and ttie lantern he had picked up in the house. His pockets were 
bulging with shells. 

“Where is that damn nigger, Lonnie?” Arch asked him. “Where’d 
he go to?’’ 

Lonnie opened his mouth, but no words came out. 
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“You know which way he went, don’t you?” 

Lonnie again tried to say something, but there were no sounds. He 
jumped when he found himself nodding his head to Arch. 

“Mr. Arch, I—” 

That s all right, then,” Arch said. “ T hat*s all I need to know now 
Dudley Smith and Tom Hawkins and Frank and Dave Howard and 
the rest will be here in a minute, and you can stay right here so you 
can show us where he’s hiding out.” 

Frantically Lonnie tried to say something. Then he reached for 
Arch’s sleeve to stop him, but Arch had gone. 

Arch ran around the house to the front yard. Soon a car came 
racing dow*n the road, its headlights lighting up the whole place, hog 
pen and all. Lonnie knew it was probably Dudley Smith, because his 
was the first house in that direction, only half a mile away. While he 
was turning into the driveway, several other automobiles came into 
sight, both up the road and down it. 

Lonnie trembled. He was afraid Arch was going to tell him to 
point out where Clem had gone to hide. Then he knew Arch would 
tell him. He had. promised Clem he would not do that. But try as he 
might, he could not. make himself believe that Arch Gunnard would 
do anything more than whip Clem. 

Clem had not done anything that called for lynching. He had not 
raped a white woman, he had no* ~>hot at a V/L * man; he had only 
talked back to Arch, with his hat on. But Arch vas mad enough to 
do anything; he was mad enough at Clem not to stop at anything 
short of lynching. 

The whole crowd of men was swarming around him before he 
realized it. And there was Arch clutching his arm and shouting into 
his face. 

“Mr. Arch, I . . .” 

Lonnie recognized every man in the feeble dawn. They were ex- 
cited, and they looked like men on the last lap of an ? -1-night foxhunt- 
ing party. Their shotguns and p*. ds were held at their waist, ready 
for the kill. 

“What’s the matter with you, Lonnie?” Arch said, shouting into 
his ear. “Wake up and say where Clem Henry went to hide out. 
We’re ready to go get him.” 
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Lonnie remembered looking up and seeing Frank Howard drop- 
ping yellow twelve-gauge shells into the breech of his gun. Frank bent 
forward so he could hear Lonnie tell Arch where Clem was hiding. 

“You ain’t going to kill Clem this time, are you, Mr. Arch?” Lon- 
nie asked. 

“Kill him?” Dudley Smith repeated. “What do you reckon I’ve been 
waiting all this time for if it wasn’t for a chance to get Clem. That 
nigger has had it coming to him ever since he came to this county. 
He’s a bad nigger, and it’s coming to him.” 

“It wasn’t exactly Clem’s fault,” Lonnie said. “If Pa hadn’t come 
up here and fell in the hog pen, Clem wouldn’t have had a thing to do 
with it. He was helping me, that’s all.” 

“Shut up, Lonnie,” somebody shouted at him. “You’re so excited you 
don’t know what you’re saying. You’re taking up for a nigger when 
you talk like that.” 

People were crowding around him so tightly he felt as if he were 
being squeezed to death. He had to get some air, get his breath, get 
out of the crowd. 

“That’s right,” Lonnie said. 

He heard himself speak, but he did not knovt what he was saying. 

“But Clem helped me find Pa when he got lost looking around for 
something to eat.” 

“Shut up, Lonnie,” somebody said again. “You damn fool, shut 
up!” 

Arch grabbed his shoulder and shook him until his teeth rattled. 
Then Lonnie realized what he had been saying. 

“Now, look here, Lonnie,” Arch souted. “You must be out of your 
head, because you know good and well you wouldn’t talk like a 
nigger-lover in your right mind.” c 

“That’s right,” Lonnie said, trembling all over. “I sure wouldn’t 
want to talk like that.” 

He 'could still feel the grip on his shoulder where Arch’s strong 
fingers had hurt him. 

“Did Clem go to the swamp, Lonnie?” Dudley Smith said. “Is that 
right, Lonnie?” 

Lonnie tried to shake his head; he tried to nod his head. Then 
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Arch’s fingers squeezed his thin neck. Lonnie looked at the men 
wild-eyed. 

Where s Clem hiding, Lonnie?” Arch demanded, squeezing. 

Lonnie went three or four steps awards the barn. When he 
stopped, the men behind him pushed fe- ward again. He found him- 
self being rushed behind the barn and beyond it. 

“All right, Lonnie,” Arch said. “Now which way?” 

Lonnie pointed towards the patch of woods where the creek was. 
The swamp was in the other direction. 

“He said he was going to hide out in that little patch of woods 
along the creek over there, Mr. Arch,” Lonnie said. “I reckon he’s 
over there nbw.” 

Lonnie felt himself being swept forward, and he stumbled over the 
rough ground trying to keep from being knocked down and trampled 
upon. Nobody was talking, and everyone seemed to be walking on 
tiptoes. The gray light of early dawn was increasing enough both to 
hide them and to show the way ahead. 

Just before they reached the fringe of the woods, the men separated, 
and Lonnie found # himself a part of the circle that was closing in on 
Clem. 

Lonnie was alone, and there was nobody to stop him, but he was 
unable to move forward or backward. It began to be clear to him what 
he had done. 

Clem was probably up a tree somewhere in the woods ahead, but 
by that time he had been surrounded on all sides. If he should attempt 
to break and run, he would be shot down like a rabbit. 

Lonnie sat down on a log and tried to think what to do. The sun 
would be up in a few more minutes, and as soon as it came up, the 
men would close in on the creek and Clem. He would have no 
chance at all among all •those shotguns and pistols. 

Once or twice he saw the flare of a match through the underbrush 
where some of the men were lying in wait. A whiff of cigarette smoke 
struck his nostrils, and he found . nself wondering if Clem # could 
smell it wherever he was in the woods. 

There was still no sound anywhere around him, and he knew that 
Arch Gunnard and the rest of the men were waiting for the sun, 
which would in a few minutes come up behind him in the east. 
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It was light enough by that time to see plainly the rough ground 
and the tangled underbrush and the curling bark on the pine trees. 

The men had already begun to creep forward^ guns raised as if 
stalking a deer. The woods were not large, and the circle of men 
would be able to cover it in a few minutes at the rate they were going 
forward. There was still a chance that Clem had slipped through the 
circle before dawn broke, but Lonnie felt that he was still there. He 
began to feel then that Clem was there because he himself had placed 
him there for the men to find more easily. 

Lonnie found himself moving forward, drawn into the narrowing 
circle. Presently he could see the men all around him in dim outline. 
Their eyes were searching the heavy green pine tops as they went for- 
ward from tree to tree. 

“Oh, Pa!” he said in a hoarse whisper. “Oh, Pa!” 

He went forward a few steps, looking into the bushes and up into 
the tree tops. When he saw the other men again, he realized that it 
was not Mark Newsome being sought. He did not know what had 
made him forget like that. 

The creeping forward began to work into the movement of Lon- 
nie’s body. He found himself springing forward on his toes, and his 
body was leaning in that direction. It was like creeping up on a rabbit 
when you did not have a gura to hunt with. 

He forgot again what he was doing there. The springing motion 
in his legs seemed to be growing stronger with each step. He bent 
forward so far he could almost touch the ground with his fingertips. 
He could not stop now. He was keeping up with the circle of men. 

The fifteen men were drawing closer and closer together. The dawn 
{iad broken enough to show the time on the face of a watch. The sun 
was beginning to color the sky above. 

Lonnie was far in advance of anyone else by then. He could not 
hold himself back. The strength in his legs was more than he could 
hold ih check. 

He had for so long been unable to buy shells for his gun that he 
had forgotten how much he liked to hunt. 

The sound of the men’s steady creeping had become a rhythm in 
his ears. 
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“Here’s the bastard!” somebody shouted, and there was a concerted 
crashing through the dry underbrush. Lonnie dashed forward, reach- 
ing the tree almost- as quickly as anyone else. 

He could see everybody with guns raided, and far into the sky above 
the sharply outlined face of Clem Henry gleamed in the rising sun. 
His body was bugging the slender top of the pine. 

Lonnie did not know who was the first to fire, but the rest of the 
men did not hesitate. There was a deafening roar as the shotguns and 
revolvers flared and smoked around the trunk of the tree. 

He closed his eyes; he was afraid to look again at the face above. 
The firing continued without break. Clem hugged the tree with all 
his might, and then, with the far-away sound of splintering wood, the 
top of the tree and Clem came crashing through the lower limbs to 
the g r ound. The body, sprawling and torn, landed on the ground with 
a thud that stopped Lonnie’s heart for a moment. 

He turned, clutching for the support of a tree, as the firing began 
once more. The crumpled body was tossed time after time, like a sack- 
ful of kittens being killed with an automatic shotgun, as charges of 
lead were fired info it from all sides. A cloud of dust rose from the 
ground and drifted overhead with the choking odor of burned powder. 

Lonnie did not remember how long the shooting lasted. He found 
himself running from tree to tree, clutching at the rough pme bark, 
stumbling wildly towards the cleared ground. > e sky had turned 
from gray to red when he emerged in the open, ai j as he ran, falling 
over the hard clods in the plowed field, he tried to keep his eyes on 
the house ahead. 

Once he fell and found it almost impossible to rise again to his feet. 
He struggled to his knees, facing the round red sun. The warmth gave 
him the strength to rise to his feet, and he muttered unintelligibly to 
himself. He tried to say 'things he had never thought to say before 

When he got home, Hatty was waiting for him in the yard. She 
had heard the shots in the woods, and she had seen him stumbing 
over the hard clods in the field, an, she had seen him kneeling there 
looking straight into the face of the sun. Hatty was trembling as she 
ran to Lonnie to find out what the matter was. 

Once in his own yard, Lonnie turned and looked for a second over 
his shouider. He saw the men climbing over the fence at Arch Gun- 
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nard’s. Arch’s wife was standing on the back porch, and she was 
speaking to them. 

“Where’s your pa, Lonnie?” Hatty said. “And what in the world 
was all that shooting in the woods for?" Lonnie stumbled forward 
until he had reached the front porch. He fell upon the steps. 

“Lonnie, Lonnie!” Hattie was saying. “Wake up and tell me what 
in the world is the matter. I’ve never seen the like of all that’s 
going on.” 

“Nothing,” Lonnie said. “Nothing.” 

“Well, if there’s nothing the matter, can’t you go up to the big house 
and ask for a little piece of streak-of-lean ? We ain’t got a thing to cook 
for breakfast. Your pa’s going to be hungrier than ever after being up 
walking around all night.” 

“What?” Lonnie said, his voice rising to a shout as he jumped to 
his feet. 

“Why, I only said go up to the big house and get a little piece of 
streak-of-lean, Lonnie. That’s all I said.” 

He grabbed his wife about the shoulders. 

“Meat?” he yelled, shaking her roughly. 

“Yes,” she said, pulling away from him in sqrprise. “Couldn’t you 
go ask Arch Gunnard for a little bit of streak-of-lean?” 

Lonnie slumped down again on the steps, his hands falling between 
his outspread Ie^s and his chin falling on his chest. 

“No,” he said almost inaudibly. “No. I ain’t hungry.” 



